Learning the Sacred. by Hirji, Nanzin.
Learning the Sacred
By
Naznin Hirji
Submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
Department of Political, International & Policy Studies
School of Arts 
University of Surrey
May 2007
© Naznin Hirji 2007
©Naznin Hirji 2007
ProQuest Number: 27605337
All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a com p le te  manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.
uest
ProQuest 27605337
Published by ProQuest LLO (2019). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.
All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States C ode
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLO.
ProQuest LLO.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 
P.Q. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106- 1346
Abstract
The thesis poses the question 'can we learn the sacred' and argues that the sacred lies 
at the heart of learning. We look at the implications of this question and find that it 
translates into ‘what does it mean to be human?’ We use a phenomenological 
approach and find that we can experience the sacred and give it meaning and 
interpretation derived from latent learning. There is always more beyond what the 
eye can see and the thesis highlights the need to use the inner eye to understand 
human processes and the ordering of these processes. Experience of the unknown 
leads us to the phenomenon of giving meaning through experiential and 
transformative learning and tacit interpretation, and points us to the idea of the sacred. 
However, we use a methodological agnosticism perspective to see if a secular 
explanation is possible. Writing as a member of a faith community, my argument is 
that the experience that we call the sacred, or spiritual, appears to be universal. The 
contexts of ‘place’ and symbol contribute to the extraordinariness of my experiences. 
How do others experience the profound and the ineffable? Mystery becomes 
acculturated and embedded within that context in the initial phase of experiencing but 
then it transcends culture as it does language. Analysis of my experience and those of 
others reveals significant findings that impact on learning and transformation of the 
inner and outer worlds of the human being. We find that the architect designing a 
religious place functions within the sense of the faith community and will use the 
symbols of that faith community. In the survey of a number of believers, we tested 
this interpretation and by interviewing the architect who designed the building, we 
sought to understand how the architect tries to re-create these experiences. We find 
that methodological agnosticism cannot provide a secular explanation and that 
religious discourse is part of our ongoing vocabulary and interaction with our 
lifeworlds. The thesis offers the conclusion that we can leam the sacred, but the 
caveat is that it can only be articulated through the symbol. In the final analysis, all 
human beings are members of One Community, diverse cultures, religions and 
traditions notwithstanding, and this understanding of the sacred residing at the heart 
of learning can be universal, if self-erected and social boundaries, if not entirely 
eliminated, are at least made more porous and accessible.
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1 Part I: Chapter I Introduction
This thesis poses the question ‘can we leam the sacred’ and looks at the sacred not 
just as a component of religion but as an active participant in the human being's and 
society's ongoing construction in terms of learning and searching for meaning. What 
are the implications of this question and how do the two concepts of ‘sacred’ and 
‘learning’ connect? To answer this, I must go back many years:
1.1 My Story
What led me to this moment? What led me to choose a thesis along these lines? It all 
goes back to when I was six years old. I was bom in Zanzibar and we lived in a 
typical narrow street with all the exotic sights and sounds associated with Zanzibar, in 
a white stone house that gave out a sense of huge strength and of being ‘forever’ -  the 
perception of a six year old -  but not that far off the mark even today.
A driving need to ‘see beyond the obvious’ and to find deeper meanings to sights and 
sounds and smells, also began then, tied up with the ‘feel’ of the house, the street and 
the atmosphere. That six year old would sit every night, at six o’clock in the evening, 
knees drawn up to the chest, on the wide window sill, holding the bars at the window 
and craning forward to get close to the sounds. Physically this was impossible but my 
imagination took over and the soft glow of light filtering in from the outside showing 
the white lace bedspread over the huge bed (it was my parents’ room), the beautiful 
upright chair by it and the lovely mg on the floor all combined with the deep notes of 
the music from around the comer to fill the room and tum it into a mysterious and 
beautiful ‘special’ place.
I wanted so desperately to see around the comer from my window but all I could see 
were the shadows in doorways and the spills of light from little cafes and shops where 
they sold wonderful ‘halva’ and coffee. Here I believe began my love of old, heavy 
doors that so fascinate me today -  strong and beautifully carved intricate designs in 
different shapes and sizes. The heart of a six-year old was captured together with her 
spirit, and a love of buildings and architecture, space and meanings and discoveries
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was bom. The smell of cloves and coffee, spices and exotic fruits all added to the 
experience, the clink of the brass coffee cups in the street still as clearly remembered 
today. I believe my love of music also began there, the soul-wrenching 
Arabian/Egyptian music bringing with it sounds of voices that spoke old languages.
And so my joumey began on that window sill -  to find the meaning of all those 
mysterious sounds and smells, the meaning of the play of light and shadow within 
houses, the effect of space on one’s being -  for they were not just sights and sounds, 
they depicted people’s lives and all that was hidden within. And somehow the six 
year old understood this at a very deep level and I never again believed that all you 
see is all there is. There is always more beyond what the eye can see, more under the 
surface, more within the self, more layers of meaning and for that we use the inner 
eye. I found that this way of illuminating our experiences and enhancing our 
understanding of them enriches our teaming capabilities by enabling us to live more 
fully as human beings.
1.2 Contextualising the Experience
But what exactly took place for that six-year old? How did she ‘know’ something so 
profound even though she was so young? Some might say she could not have stored 
up memories -  she wasn’t old enough to have done that. Plato (Meno. 1949) might 
not have agreed of course in view of his claim that recollection may be the source of 
our tme opinions about the cmcial fundamental elements of reality. So how did she 
feel what she did and know what she knew even if she did not understand it? Could 
her mind have picked up ‘something’ sub-consciously? But even if that were so, for it 
to have had such a profound effect on a six-year old, enough to affect her worldview 
and for that ontology and epistemology to have survived the joumey through time and 
through different cultures, is quite a claim to the ability of a something ‘other’ that 
appears to have touched a child. But then again, do physical years have a role to play 
in the ability of an individual psyche to respond to ‘the othemess’, this experience of 
the mysterious that Otto (1923:21) talks about. He says that some human beings are 
more open to and have a sharper ability to sense and experience this ‘othemess’ and 
that this is simply so. I shall discuss this further in the chapter on the Sacred. Also, 
‘othemess’ is not always ostensibly to do with God or religious contexts, it can be
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experienced in the most mundane or ordinary situations and environments just as well 
as in the more conducive ones.
My own experiences stemmed over time from a number of buildings in different 
countries as well as related settings that brought up multiple experiences that appeared 
to be joined together. An example is The Blue Mosque in Istanbul where my 
colleague and I joined in the prayers conducted in the building (all visitors were 
welcome to do this) after which we went on to sit outside a café that was situated in 
what used to be part of the Library in the Blue Mosque complex but which is no 
longer regarded as part of it. It was here that I had one of my most intense 
experiences of the profound. Suddenly, sitting there in the dusk, a wonderful feeling 
of camaraderie was present amongst the people at the table, a sort of comfortable, 
being-in-the-right-place kind of feeling, and suddenly, with no warning, came the call 
to prayer in Arabic. And in that instant, as the sonorous vibration of the beautiful 
notes and voice filled the air, I lost consciousness of my physical surroundings which 
a second before I had been so aware of. All I remained aware of, on another level, 
was the conviction that the whole universe was listening to that call to prayer and I 
was enveloped in a feeling of utter submission, that I, as part of Creation, was only 
one of the many bowing in utter humility to ‘something’ so gentle yet so powerful 
that for a moment I felt as though even breathing was superfluous. That ‘something’ 
seemed to be holding every single person there as though in a tableau, in thrall -  it 
certainly appeared to be so. It was an extraordinary moment that has lost none of its 
mystery or wonder over time. I felt a sense of profound gratitude for that timeless 
moment when all of Creation seemed to be on one plane. At a later date, when Dr. 
Richard Tamas (2006) confirmed the effect of such an experience, at the Scientific 
and Medical Network Evening Lecture at Imperial College, London, on 5 July 2006, 
it was with considerable shock that I heard him say, “When you have a transcendent 
experience, you become part of the Universe”. I knew exactly what he meant!
This experience, for me, was clearly as a result of one experience building on another, 
from the initial experience of the Mosque itself, continuing on to the café which 
again, brought about a different, yet related kind of inner experience. The physical 
size of the café inside was quite small. There was a sculpture in the traditional 
Christian image of Mary and Child in a niche in one wall (note the comfortable
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togetherness of Muslim and Christian contexts), and one unusual amber coloured light 
on the wider wall which cast a soft glow around the room -  that was the only light. 
And seated around were five men of various ages, talking quietly and when I opened 
the café door to ask if I could photograph its beautifully carved surface, they all 
looked up curiously and quietly -  and it was a beautiftil still: the physically small yet 
strangely spacious room. I looked around, at each wall, from many angles, to see 
what it was that was giving the room its strange spaciousness and luminosity but none 
of the usual “white walls, strategic lighting” kind of reasons were enough to account 
for it. There was almost an ‘inner’ feel to the room and I felt oddly removed from the 
present time. Following this experience, I returned outside, curiously uplifted, and 
rejoined my colleague. A short time later we heard the muezzin’s call to prayer. And 
so, a number of experiences, all inner and ineffable, each one leading to a more 
profound one, the first two borne of architectural space and the other of the human 
voice and sonorous vibrations, and still within the same, wider space.
We see, therefore, that mystery becomes acculturated to an extent and embedded 
within that context in the initial phase of experiencing, but then does it not go beyond 
that and transcend culture? Perhaps it is time to ask what lies behind this particular 
type of experience.
1.3 Development of Thesis
My thesis is about learning and experience of the ineffable that I call the sacred and as 
such is primarily an experiential learning thesis (see Chapter III) that is seeking to 
understand giving meaning to ineffable experiences rather than a sociological or a 
pedagogical one. Additionally, given that architecture played a dominant role in my 
experiences, the thesis also explores to what extent is architecture a constituent of that 
experience. We know that it is in some experiences, albeit not all, as many 
experiences are contextualized, amongst others, within nature and beauty as well as 
music as mentioned above and as we see later in the thesis. However, as architecture 
has been a considerably significant factor in my own experiences, beginning with the 
one at six years of age, it was important for me to discover to what extent this context 
played a part in such experiences. And therefore, I had to ask the question: what is 
the relationship between learning and the sacred? My own learning took place
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initially within a social context which ultimately was that of a faith community, an 
Ismaili Muslim community that espouses a value system which operates on the 
principles of generosity, compassion, service, dignity and the work ethic amongst 
others. Since my faith has involved experience -  and my experience is a part of my 
faith, all my experiences are underpinned by faith, but a faith that is unobtrusive and 
subtle -  my thesis begins with an exploration of experience followed by learning, 
meaning and the sacred.
I analyse my own experience in Part I of the thesis which stands in for the traditional 
literature review as this analysis takes place within the context of my reading and 
interpretation of relevant existing literature. I take a logical sequence of argument and 
go on to develop the main research question of 'can we leam the sacredT (Hiiji, 
2006, Appendix I) and the related questions that I am left with.
I developed that earlier memory by further experiential learning and I can now answer 
the question: yes, I have had experience from which I have learned which I (and 
others in my community and scholars more widely) would interpret as the sacred. I 
examine the concept of experience in the thesis by exploring how we give meaning 
including the meaning given to experience through reflection, contemplation and 
culture (as context). There were several different contexts for the profound 
experiences that I had which included architectural space, music, sound vibrations of 
the human voice, beauty and mystery, amongst others. I bring up similar instances of 
experiences in chapters in the thesis as these are the seemingly ‘unanswerables’ that I 
want to illustrate in the conceptualization chapters that follow, that is, the chapters on 
experience, learning, meaning and the sacred which are the human processes I am 
attempting to organize and bring a certain order to. James (1902:58) is not alone in his 
perception of there being ‘in the human consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of 
objective presence, a perception of what we may call’ something there’, more deep 
and more general than any of the special and particular ‘senses’ by which current 
psychologies suppose existent realities to be originally revealed’.
Therefore can I experience the sacred or do I place an interpretation on experience 
which I call ‘the sacred’? The tacit interpretative framework is already present within 
the self and immediately attaches itself to the experience encountered thereby
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culminating in some form of learning. This is the culture into which the self emerges 
and it is through experience, and therefore learning, that we grow and develop. This 
is fundamental to the concept of ‘understanding’ and that interpretation takes place in 
the moment of happening. Gadamer (1976:10) corroborates this in his absolute 
insistence that understanding, far from being simply the product of self-conscious 
reflection [which it is also], is an event that in its very nature is episodic and trans- 
subjective, to which I would add that it also has the capacity to become a seamless 
stream, thereby joining Oakeshott’s (1966) episodic and continuous strands of 
experience. Gadamer (1976:10) also says, much as is articulated by this thesis, that 
“understanding is always already interpretation” and that it is in itself an ontological 
event, precisely what this thesis states and which it attempts to show as the 
underpinning to learning the sacred.
Throughout my life, I have had these experiences of the unknown - it may be that 
because I have had these experiences, that I am aware of them, or that I am seeking 
them out, in a variety of different contexts, some stimulated by architecture just as 
happened at six years of age. This has become fundamental to me, firstly as a result of 
my faith which takes shape in many forms, and secondly, because another, broader 
question emerges -  are my experiences (and those of my faith community) unique or 
do they happen within the wider human context; or do they happen just within the 
context of faith? For the purpose of my research, I was not able to reach the non­
believers context but was able to do so with the believers, and therefore I am 
investigating whether we can leam the sacred and to what extent is architecture a 
trigger. I discuss architectural spaces and places in Part III. I had to get to the 
architectural context and therefore, I chose the Calgary Jamat Khana (place of 
gathering and prayer) as the sample. I elaborate on the reasons for this choice in Part 
II in Chapter VIII on The Empirical Study. In this thesis, particularly in Part III 
where the focus is on the holy place - the Jamat Khana - the discussion is restricted 
primarily to architecture, however, in my discussion on symbols in Chapter XI, I have 
not limited this to architecture as these experiences occur in several different contexts. 
Within this wide variety of contexts, perhaps architecture embodies the concept of the 
unknown more truly and more as a long-term reminder than most of the others. There 
are certain parameters within the thesis, but the experiences are broader than that. 
The experiences of the sacred are broader than one faith community.
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What does it mean when I impose a meaning on an experience or learning event? 
Some experiences are very difficult to give meaning to and therefore it is within a 
community that was a faith community that I have given meaning. As a working 
definition for the chapters in Part I, I shall continue to use the term ‘sacred’ with the 
interpretation I gave to it over the years, to mean the unknown, extra-ordinary, 
ineffable and profound, that is the sacred not just as a component of religion but as an 
active participant in the human being's and society's ongoing construction in terms of 
learning and searching for meaning, an experience that elicits awareness of 
something (a presence, a feeling?) that is ‘beyond my being’.
This then leads to the question: are my experiences unique or do other people have 
similar happenings? I decided to investigate this in Calgary because my other 
question is about the holy place, not simply because it is a beautiful building but 
because I was also able to talk to the architect who designed the building, and 
therefore the building became the sample as well as the method. I have related the 
questions asked to my own experiences and have done an analysis based on other 
people’s experiences. Many other people’s experiences pointed to the building -  
perhaps because the two areas were combined -  as they were for me. And therefore, 
in Part III, I look at the concept of the holy place. The symbol communicates the 
experience. What was the architect doing? How did he envision what he was doing?
We explore these inter-related themes, which have important implications for a 
hermeneutics of architecture that is sacred, and find corroboration from Gadamer 
(1976:103) who talks of the universality of hermeneutical reflection. And in the 
course of my subsequent experiences, I have found hermeneutical reflection to be 
ongoing, even inescapable, thus adding weight to Gadamer’s definition of 
hermeneutics as the mode of the whole experience o f the world. This makes it 
experiential learning but in order to understand experiential learning, I had to interpret 
my experience to make sense of it. I needed to explain experience, learning, meaning 
and the sacred. I questioned the need to do this and the response was: because it is 
my story and it stopped at the question, 'can we leam the sacredT I leamt about the 
sacred and wanted to understand what that meant and therefore proposed to do this
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through examining other people’s experiences of the ineffable as well as my own 
experiences which were affected by architectural space.
But before I conducted the case study, I needed to address questions that were 
beginning to arise organically, questions such as: are experiences continuous or are 
they episodic or both? What part does memory play in itl Does this change a person 
and mould their identity to give them a sense of selfl How does it do thisl The key 
research question 'can we leam the sacred' is, therefore, explored by juxtaposing 
several geographic, cultural, and religious references as we move from experience to 
learning through the leitmotif of tacit interpretation. We see here a ‘going beyond’ to 
understand the process and the meanings that lie behind the obvious meanings. But 
first we need to look more closely at the concept of experience and its objects so as to 
make sense of the type of experiences we have and the meanings we imbue them 
with. We look at the nature and meaning of experience so as to be able to understand 
and contextualise how and why we experience what we may call ‘the sacred’ or extra­
ordinary, profound moments. What are the contexts within which we have these 
experiences that we interpret and give meaning to? How do we know that we are 
experiencing them? What are the elements that constitute that experience so that we 
understand it as an experience?
And therefore, what is experiential learning? In a sense experiential learning is more 
often about giving meaning to experience. The question is: how and in what form do 
human beings encounter the 'unknown' and experience itl How do we identify it and 
understand it? Is it in the form of inspiration, insight and grace? What impact does 
this kind of experience have on us and where do we go with the experience? Within 
the context of the argument, I locate my experience within the culture of my being, 
that is, my inner individual culture. This is where experience, learning and being 
enter into a relationship and where tacit interpretation takes place. Does reflection on 
this type of experience bring about transformation in the self? This is a theme that 
came up for all of the respondents and lead to a significant finding that has an 
important bearing on how we leam. This is explored in some detail in Parts II and III.
As a means to creative thinking this approach clarifies the different ways in which we 
may draw out hidden assumptions and interpretations and challenge traditional
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thinking and patterns of consciousness and thereby question straitjacketed thinking 
and learning in rigid structures. When we leam how to ask the same ordinary 
questions in ways that are extraordinary and dynamic, we open the doors to an 
intellect and an energy that applies directly to our own immediate condition as we see 
in the thesis. Peter Reason (1994) says that to make whole also means to make holy; 
another characteristic of participatory worldview is that the meaning and mystery are 
restored to human experience, so that the world is once again experienced as a sacred 
place.
If we look at experience per se, it has no discernible meaning - until we interpret it 
and give it meaning , this is what hermeneutics is all about. We have an experience, 
teaming is derived from it through the meaning we give it from the interpretation we 
put upon it. In my experience I have leamt what I perceive to be the ‘sacred’. The 
concept of experiential teaming provides a context for analysing concepts such as 
knowledge, experience and consciousness upon which the key concept of the sacred is 
established. However, as stated earlier, the aim is not to investigate experiential 
teaming theories per se, or even experience per se, as that is not the focus of this 
thesis and much has already been said about classic teaming theories although I touch 
upon the subject in the chapter on Leaming and in fact a very significant contribution 
emerges in terms of a new dimension for a theory of leaming (Jarvis and Hhji, JATE 
3.1, 2006, Appendix I)
But what is ‘teaming’? I would like to emphasise the ongoing, un-walled and ‘life- 
force’ type of leaming that is being explored here, much as in Levinas’s concepts of. 
totality and infinity, which I explore further in the Chapter on Leaming. I have found 
that straitjacketing this concept by putting restrictive boundaries around it almost 
paralyses thinking and the creative imagination. In fact, a key aspect emerges almost 
immediately which could be added to existing leaming theories that might add value 
and at the least, an awareness of what may be a neglected form of leaming. However, 
my instinct is to approach this exploration freely and with the least possible 
restrictions, tmly allowing the qualitative nature of the inquiry to emerge. Certainly, 
the thesis has a theoretical orientation which is explored, and it is clearly situated 
within a number of disciplines but that in itself tends to highlight the essence of this 
form of leaming -  the fact that many disciplines contribute to it, and vice versa, and
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that there is a ffee-flow of learning that dictates our responses not only within our 
interactions with our environment or our interactions with others but very importantly, 
our interactions within our self. Leaming the sacred and understanding it in real 
terms could mean not having to live in ignorance and not having to accept the tacitly 
imposed limitations on leaming.
It is precisely this non-acceptance of passivity and routine thinking that informs the 
thesis throughout. Whilst each chapter’s key focus is maintained, the concepts are 
nevertheless intertwined with those of the preceding and even those of the following 
chapters because that is the nature of this inquiry. And therefore what is required is to 
remember that this is an interconnected thesis - the concept of the sacred provides the 
connective tissue for the rest of the concepts and the concept of 'learning as 
questioning, not answering' provides the impetus.
This is how, to an extent, Foucault (1974:265) sees the problematisation of politics. 
He sees this as an analysis that relates to what we are willing to accept or refute in our 
world, and to change, both in ourselves and in our circumstances. “It is about seeking 
another kind of critical philosophy, not to establish limits of our possible knowledge 
of the subject but rather one that seeks the conditions and the indefinite possibilities of 
transforming the subject and of transforming ourselves”. This view is significantly 
and quite validly applicable to other fields, indeed this thesis actively proposes just 
such an approach. Foucault (1984:265) did not see the work of an intellectual as 
telling others what to do but “through the analysis that he carries out in his field, to 
question over and over again what is postulated as self-evident [or ‘taken-for-granted’ 
as raised in this thesis], to disturb people’s mental habits, the way they do and think 
things, to dissipate what is familiar and accepted, to re-examine mles and 
institutions”. This questioning of habitual ways of thinking is brought to light very 
clearly in Part II where we carry out the empirical study and analyse the experiences 
of others and is also espoused by Gadamer (1976) as we see in Part III when we 
examine the building.
That is how leaming might be seen within the context of beyond the obvious and 
beyond what is taken for granted. The continuous renewal, as postulated by this 
thesis, includes Bachelard’s (1964) ‘discontinuity’ and Jarvis’s ‘disjuncture’ (1987),
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and morphs into the profound moment when we find ourselves in the grip of an extra­
ordinary experience. These moments, however, are not as few and far between as one 
might imagine and this exploration may well unearth a plethora of such instances of 
which we generally remain unaware. Those moments, elusive and often disappearing 
even as we try to apprehend them, are nevertheless nuggets of gold in terms of 
leaming beyond the epistemological. In the constant reforming that takes place in the 
movement of these moments we recognise strands of our past experiences which defy 
capture and analysis in the taken-for-granted sense but which yet submit themselves 
to ongoing reflection and contemplation which yields results. These profound 
moments have been written about in a different context and explored as religious 
experience (James, 1902, Otto, 1923) by some, whereas others may give them a 
different connotation. What this thesis sets out to do is to show that whether 
religious, spiritual or other, rich leaming is yielded by such experiences which go on 
to influence the person that is ‘becoming’. According to Stromberg (1968), the 
service of philosophy, of speculative culture, towards the human spirit is to rouse, to 
startle it into sharp and eager observation. This means that we need to revisit the 
parameters of our existing notions of what ‘teaming’ means and how it takes place.
A big gap in terms of metaphysical interpretation exists in leaming theories because 
the approach has been primarily that of behaviourism and psychology. There is 
therefore the need to understand a concept of leaming that is more than the 
behaviourist or the cognitive, more than a reduction to this. My thesis is, therefore, 
about exploring the dimension of the inarticulate and the non-rational, that is, the 
sacred or the holy, and whether it can be leamt. As I have given a sacred 
interpretation to leaming, in a sense, the question is almost about the nature of 
rationality itself.
The person-in-the-world is also a person that is ‘becoming’ and leaming enters in 
quite decisively as soon as the element of transformation presents itself and therefore 
the context of experience and leaming, within the framework of the thesis, begs the 
question 'what does it mean to be human?' which is another way of asking the 
research question 'can we learn the sacred?' if one accepts the premise (Luckmann, 
1967) that the human organism does transcend its biological nature and that this 
transcendence leads to the realisation of human potential which gives rise to a
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phenomenological consciousness. We examine below the way in which this 
consciousness and the emergence of meaning is brought to light in the thesis.
1.4 Understanding Methodology
Methodology has been addressed in two parts in the thesis: the theory is addressed in 
this chapter and the method, including sample selection, organisation of data 
collection, the interview procedure as well as understanding the reading and analysis 
of data is addressed in Part II: Chapter VIII, The Empirical Study. This is 
immediately prior to the chapter (IX) on Analysis of Ineffable Experiences which 
addresses the first key question of 'am I  unique' which is taken to respondents in 
order to test the relevancy of my experiences and interpretations.
1.4.1 Qualitative empirical approach
Qualitative research is considered to be one of the two major approaches to research 
methodology although there is a third which is a combination of the two approaches. 
This thesis uses a predominantly qualitative approach and only includes a quantitative 
element (the interviews, see Chapter VIII) in order to test the qualitative approach, 
that is, to test the relevancy of my experiences through those of others. Qualitative 
research involves an in-depth understanding of human behaviour and the attitudes, 
reasons and experiences that govern it. Quantitative research relies on the what, where 
and how of decision-making rather than the why and the how of qualitative research. 
This is also why smaller samples are sufficient for qualitative research which focuses 
on methods such in-depth interviewing rather than on large, random samples.
Another reason for adding a quantitative aspect to the research is to address the 
awareness that personal experience can be misleading and consequently, it was 
necessary, not to prove the universality of the experience, but to point to that 
possibility by showing that I am not unique -  therefore the quantitative element of the 
thesis is being used here only in this instance and for the purpose of testing the 
qualitative and I discuss the methods used in Part II of the thesis. However, whilst 
this is not an attempt at proving the universality of the experience, because it becomes 
clear that I (my faith community) am not unique, there appears the possibility of 
generalization.
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Whilst it is clear that this is predominantly qualitative, interpretive and multi­
perspective research, carried out from the phenomenological, hermeneutical and 
constructivist perspectives, we see that this translates into three main stages in the 
thesis. The methodology in this thesis becomes part of its fabric due to the nature of 
the research question which investigates deep and complex concepts. The structure of 
the methodological process enables understanding of the broad spread of the 
methodology across the thesis. It is important to remember, at the outset, that the 
integrated nature of the thesis dictates the use of a methodology that is also an 
integrated one whilst at the same time, is capable of being used in complementary 
strands, thus highlighting its multi-perspective approach. It enables access to 
understanding of the phenomenon being investigated and ‘goes beyond’, that is, 
transcends the phenomenon and reaches beyond, within context of this thesis, into the 
experience of the unknown. We use this concept in the way of its “Latin root, 
transcendere, to climb over or go beyond, from trans and scando", and this is also the 
lens through which we see the concept of consciousness which is in its “natural 
attitude, transcendental, because it reaches beyond itself to the identities and things 
that are given to it” (Sokolowski, 2000:58).
We discuss below the perspectives of phenomenology, hermeneutic reflection and 
constructivism that are used in the thesis to address this:
1.4.2 Phenomenological Approach
In phenomenology, human experience is its object of research and its defining 
attribute (Marton and Booth, 1997:116). Phenomenology allows the natural 
intentionalities to carry out their rational exercise and then contemplates them and 
goes beyond that. Intentionality, according to Moustakas (1994:28) “refers to 
consciousness, to the internal experience of being conscious of something; thus the 
act of consciousness and the object of consciousness are intentionally related.” 
Husserl (1931:243-244) included the “stirrings of pleasure, early shapings of 
judgment, or incipient wishes” and it is this ‘stirring’ quality of the intentionality 
which is inexplicable and indefinable that makes intentionality an entry point that is 
applicable in this research. The consciousness of the act and the object of experience 
alone would not be sufficient but because it becomes a tool in the process of
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experiencing the non-rational in terms of proceeding to go beyond, to transcending 
the conscious, that it plays a part in the understanding of the experience. It also 
explains itself as an entry point within context of this thesis which goes beyond 
consciousness to investigate the depth of leaming that is possible in experience of the 
sacred. This is why it is important to ‘meet’ an object of experience with awareness, 
with attentiveness, so that it can progress the process of the potential experience.
There is a more contemporary way in which phenomenology is used that does not 
limit thought or what it refers to. It sees the external world and the manifestations 
which take place in our lifeworlds and seeks to tum inwards in an effort to uncover 
deeper meanings through phenomenological reflection and beyond, a way of seeing 
the world and our selves afresh. It therefore effects the Epoche, a Greek term 
meaning “to refrain from judgment” (Moustakas, 1994:33) which complements the 
methodological agnosticism perspective that is applied to this part of the research. In 
applying Epoche, we tum away from the natural attitude which is generally 
judgmental and instead apply a fresh, naïve and direct way of seeing things and this is 
the approach of the thesis in terms of not allowing preconceived notions to block new 
ways of seeing things. However, within this open approach, the understandings from 
old experiences are also allowed, indeed are inevitable, so that the resultant mix of 
new and old experiences can fuse horizons of meanings and interpretations and 
emerge with a new understanding. Husserl (1977) emphasized the role of intuition 
and intersubjectivity in terms of the “Other” (other persons) through empathy, which 
here becomes an intentional category. This is also how this approach applies to this 
research. The inner is initially manifested extemally to make itself understood before 
the being can ‘see itself so as to then attempt to understand its inner lifeworld.
When we see the experiences of others intersubjectively, we do not see others as 
being clones of our own minds and selves or our experiences, but that these others 
also see and experience the same world as our own, however they do this through 
their own eyes (angles and viewpoints) and form their own interpretations. The 
relation that is common to us both is that which each of us has with the world and the 
experiences it offers. Our interpretations are intemal and belong to the experiencer 
and our minds or our emotions or our profound experiences mobilise the being to 
effect a change in the object that we perceive, thereby enabling ourselves to have an
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intended different experience from that of the past or even that we may intend in the 
future through adapted perspectives, abilities and physical contexts. Thus, in this 
manner, our intemal becomes extemal and the extemal becomes intemal, or the 
present becomes the absent and the absent becomes the present, the play between the 
actual and the potential. This enables understanding of inner and outer experience 
and inner and outer transformation as well as the merging of the subject and the 
object. This is effected in and through the dialogue which becomes possible as we 
move from one experience to the next, the new subsuming the old experience. In this 
manner we seek to understand experiences that are ineffable or extra-ordinary, but the 
problematic arises because of the extreme difficulty in ‘seeing’ and understanding 
one’s own experience of the profound and the ineffable, and the only way to do this is 
through the experiences of others.
What I see from one angle, others see the same object from another angle and 
therefore while I see their angle as a potential experience, for them it is an actual 
experience and therefore it is the object that has transcendence over me as it makes 
available different experiences to all who are experiencing it. I therefore see not only 
my own experience but their experience also in that moment, and as Sokolowski 
(2000:153) says, “the object is or can be given intersubj ectively, and it is presented to 
me as such.” Therefore, through the interviews, I am able to access the experiences of 
all those who have had encounters with the ineffable or the extra-ordinary, which is 
the ‘object’ of the methodology.
But we also experience those others directly and there is a direct intersubjective 
encounter that takes place, as in the interview situation. Empathy is the ability to tune 
in to the emotions, thoughts and feelings of others in an inexplicable and inner way 
that allows a fudging and even a fusion of boundaries that are otherwise drawn up in 
our relations with others and the world. This is another form of intersubjectivity and 
in this situation, even our outer behaviour can begin to mirror the other’s as we move 
in tandem with the other’s being and non-verbal movement.
Phenomenological assertions may be stated as apodictic, that is as containing 
necessary and obvious truths, but that does not signify that they are closed to further 
clarification or the unfolding of further layers of meaning and interpretation. This is
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also why the rationale for the use of this approach in the research is so appropriate, 
that there are several layers of meaning to be unfolded. Two of its well-known terms 
are “noema” which means “that ‘which is thought’ and its correlative “noesis” which 
means ‘an act of thinking’, both from the Greek root, noein, which means “to think” 
or “to perceive”. Noema, according to Sokolowski (2000:60), is “any object of 
intentionality, any objective correlate, but considered from the phenomenological 
attitude, considered just as experienced. It is not a copy of any object ... it is the 
object itself, but considered from the philosophical standpoint.” The correlative 
‘“noesis” refers to our intentional acts including perceptions, deep and superficial 
intentions and recollections, amongst others. We see this view embodied within the 
research within context of the symbol which becomes that which is symbolized (Parts 
III and IV) ‘considered just as experienced’ - in terms of meaning. It is also part of 
the understanding of the methodology that the more experienced one becomes, the 
more open to experience becomes the awareness.
1.4.3 Hermeneutical Reflection
As this was a multi-perspective, qualitative type of research including the 
phenomenological, hermeneutic and constructive approaches (which we discuss in 
this chapter to set the methodological scene), it had to be an exercise which yielded 
maximum richness of data and allowed respondents to relate their experiences in their 
own individual ways. This meant that the research needed to be an experiential one as 
well as reflexive and interpretative as part of the hermeneutical process, with the 
researcher as part of the ‘knower -  as Denzin (1977:267-268) puts it, ‘this text allows 
the reader to re-experience the events in question ....grounded in the process of self­
formulation and self-understanding’.
This culminates in moments of transformation that enable a person to be as well as to 
think differently. John Weinsheimer (Jones, 2000:102, Gadamer, 1976:72) offers the 
possibility that the result of interpretation is ontological and not only intellectual: “It 
is an ontological event, not merely a cognitive or epistemological act”. Gadamer talks 
of the transformation of the ontological status of the interpreter through the influence 
of their hermeneutical reflections to which Rorty (Jones, 2000:102) adds “.. .the actual 
operations of the thinking procedure produce an alteration in the mind, indeed, in the
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very being of the thinker...” Ricoeur supports this (Jones, 2000:102): “It is thus the 
growth [of the interpreter’s] own understanding of himself that he pursues through his 
understanding of the other. Every hermeneutics is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self- 
understanding by means of understanding others.” My intention also was to take my 
questions to others in an effort to understand my own experiences through 
understanding those of others and we find that besides the above scholars, others such 
as Jarvis have incorporated this thinking implicitly or explicitly into their work on 
experiential and transformative learning.
But along with the positive outcomes of such interpretations, it is important to 
remember, particularly in Part II, the experiential section on the holy building and 
‘place as context’, and Part III, the empirical specific section where we explore the 
architect’s thought process in terms of his design process of the building, what Jones 
(2000) calls, Ricouer’s ‘wager’, which metaphor advocates the very real possibility of 
a ‘negative’ outcome in terms of our interpretations. Instead of emerging poetic and 
eloquent from such ineffable experiences, our transformations may result in ‘altered’ 
awareness but also possibly ones that include disappointments. This is however, 
completely in line with the very point of the interviews and the use of the building 
which therefore makes this approach appropriate for this research -  because one of 
the most important aims has been to find out if the respondents’ complacencies get 
disturbed, and if so, in what ways, not just by the building, but by any other medium 
of experience that had made possible that experience of the ‘sacred’ for them. And 
therefore, as Jones (2000:103) says, “The mechanism of architecture [in employing 
the various elements and products of transformation and hermeneutical reflection] is 
in short, the mechanism of human understanding.”
This brings in the existential view that people are always rediscovering themselves, 
transforming themselves. There is no discovering ‘once and for all’, rather there are 
always new horizons, new problems and new opportunities. The objective of this 
research is to highlight the learning that is embedded in experiences in the most 
ordinary of things around them, basically by becoming a more discerning and 
enquiring mind that looks beyond the obvious and sees the hidden qualities. We see 
that the act of awareness is always here and now although the content of awareness
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may be distant. The act of recall may be now, but what is remembered is in the past, 
in memory.
We see that hermeneutics is an ongoing process -  life is interpreting experiences all 
the time, Schütz (1962) has talked extensively about this. Hermeneutics also came 
out of religious thought and some of these experiences are clearly indicative of this. 
We have also used aspects of constructivism to underpin the research in order to 
understand how we make sense of our lifeworlds and we discuss this below.
1.4.4 Constructivism: Making Sense of our Lifeworlds
Constructivism, a theory focused upon by Kelly, Berger, Luckmann and Potter 
amongst others, is about personal and social construction of meaning rather than the 
construction of meaning from our interactions with the environment. But it is also 
about how learners actively construct knowledge in their attempts to make sense of 
their world and how learning emphasizes the development of meaning and 
understanding. However, contrary to what is generally said of constructivism - that it 
is not about knowledge ‘out there’ or about understanding the ‘true’ nature of things 
as Plato (Tredennick, 1969) suggested in terms of remembering dimly perceived 
perfect ideas - this thesis posits that personal meanings are not constructed in isolation 
of universal and spiritual truths. The transparent patterns of meaning that Kelly 
(1955) talks about are the templates that are used to view the world and which allow 
the differentiation in homogeneity without which sense-making would be a difficult 
exercise. These patterns and ways of seeing the world are the personal constructs that 
the human being begins with.
The constructivist perspective is applied idiosyncratically to this thesis and therefore 
also addresses interaction with the environment and extracting of personal constructs, 
as well as making discoveries. We adopt aspects of Kelly’s (1955) theory of personal 
constructs within context of Kelly’s (1955:16) definition that human beings by 
necessity, having tested out their constructions and lived them, will continually 
change them as they themselves change with the world which is also constantly 
happening. This is in conjunction with the hermeneutic perspective of ‘lived 
experience’ and the phenomenological one of searching for meaning and the essence 
of the unknowable. This allows for that most important of concepts -  that of change
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and that of the ‘becoming’ of human beings as they progress through lived 
experiences.
The notion of construing, however, has wide application and can effortlessly 
transcend disciplinary boundaries, a notion which is important here and which this 
thesis illustrates in its exploration of learning the sacred. Structures are erected within 
the framework of which substances are formed and assume meaning. According to 
Kelly (1955:16) however, the structures are produced by the person and not the 
substance which is the construct and this, as we see later in the thesis, is very clear in 
the experiences recounted by the respondents. (Chapter IX). These constructs 
encompass similarities and contrasts both of which are an inherent part of the same 
construct, thereby giving it order and differentiation. If one views the universe as an 
integral realm and the earth as a part of it then the interrelationships and the 
superordinate and subordinate relationships become more clearly defined and 
understood. If the notions of sacred and learning are placed respectively within this 
framework as one system of meaning and we still retain their individual constructs of 
meaning which are permeable, then the possibilities of growth and learning over time 
and in different contexts, “that is, within ever-changing ranges of convenience and 
foci” (Kelly, 1955:16), are irmumerable. Once again, time and space provide the 
context here as crucial aspects of the world as we know it for they provide the ‘glue’ 
that bind these relationships together.
Therefore, the context of the physical universe, the human being in all its dimensions 
including the spiritual, the mental, the intellectual, the emotional and the imaginative, 
amongst others, all have interrelationships within the constructs that are put together 
and that are continually tested, more often than not in quite an unaware marmer. For 
this reason, this philosophical perspective of constructivism is qualified by the word 
‘alternative’ by Kelly (1955). The unconscious or nonconscious aspect of the human 
being which plays such a large part in their construction of the world and the events 
and experiences that take place, plays a crucial role in this formulation of meanings 
and concepts. This applies at any stage of life as my six-year-old experience showed. 
To formulate these meanings, we use our capabilities to access our own store of 
knowledge which resides deep within our self -  we might not understand enough at 
the point of experience, however, there is invariably learning and a form of response.
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This arises out of the tacit interpretations that we make when experiencing happenings 
in life.
However, it is not the intention of this thesis to adopt the constructive perspective in it 
entirety but simply to refer in essence to those elements that are significant within this 
research’s scope of searching for meaning which crosses many experiential and 
sociological subfields and disciplines. We explore how we construct the concept of 
the ineffable for ourselves and how and where it finds expression and meaning for us. 
Whether we see knowledge as absolute and separate from the knower and 
corresponding to an external reality or whether we see it as part of the knower and 
relative to the individual's interactions and experiences with the environment, it has 
major and long-term implications.
Yet, it does not stop or even begin with experience necessarily because the 
constructivist theory is not simply an experiential theory, it is also an existential one 
and the experiential plays a major part in opening it up to scrutiny as well as 
exteriorising its existential origins. And therefore, whilst it is important to remain 
aware of this quality within the methodology, it is also important to be able to 
understand clearly its main areas of focus in the thesis which are briefly outlined 
below and explored fully in their relevant parts in the thesis.
1.4.5 (a) Part I: The Self
I have examined the self by analysing my own experiences through existing literature 
in Part I. This was the hermeneutic reflection part of the methodology. We 
experience the world we are in as an internal relationship between ourselves and that 
world or the object that we encounter in that world, therefore we form a relationship 
between the experience and the experiencer and hence each of the two involved is an 
important part of the equation. This is also why the context of my own experience is 
also considered important in the research. Whilst awareness of the learning process 
during the non-rational experience is the key thrust of this research, that which 
contextualises the experience and forms the context, is also worthy of close attention, 
hence the inclusion of the architectural component in the thesis which formed the 
context for several of my own experiences. We see here that the sense-making that
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gives rise to knowledge in the exploration of the phenomenon brings under scrutiny 
the taken-for-granted ways of experiencing which are generally ignored in the field 
and which, according to Marton and Booth (1997:121), are “generally characterised 
by contemporaneous self-evident ways of seeing”. This exploration of a generally 
indefinable and elusive experience, which is normally so integrated within the inner 
self as to seem almost non-existent, enables us to understand its potentially- 
recognisable ‘diverse’ locations within our external worlds and to re-constitute this 
understanding into its naturally integrated form. To do this, I needed to take this to 
others. I had given a certain interpretation to my own experience, a certain meaning 
that my own faith community, culture and socialization had made possible, however, I 
had not come up with satisfactory answers. I therefore had to take the question 'are 
my experiences unique' to others.
1.4.6 (b) Part II: The Interviews
It is here that it was necessary to introduce a quantitative component to the qualitative 
research approach. However, this was only in order to test the findings of Part I, not 
in any way to universalize or generalise. One way of understanding one’s own 
experiences is to understand them through those of others. Marton and Booth 
(1997:121) say that “it means taking the place of the respondent, trying to see the 
phenomenon and the situation through her [sic] eyes, and living her [sic] experience 
vicariously”. This was the next step I had to take in order to understand my own 
experiences. During the interview, whilst I remained in complete and empathetic 
touch with the respondents, I also stepped back from my own experiences for two 
reasons: to give room to the methodological agnostic stance I had adopted to allow for 
the possibility of a secular explanation for ineffable experiences, and also to “use my 
own experience of the phenomenon .. .only to illuminate the ways in which others are 
talking about it, handling it, experiencing it, and understanding it.” This perspective 
would also enable me to question my own experiences without becoming embroiled 
in a cyclical argument as well as to ask others in order to test the relevancy of my own 
experiences and interpretations. We briefly discuss the perspective of methodological 
agnosticism below and discuss the qualitative empirical methods fully in Chapter VIII 
(Empirical Study).
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1.4.7 Methodological Agnosticism
Whilst it may be true that it is only in relationship that I experience God, this could be 
construed as being secular because those relationships occur ostensibly in this 
physical world (and therefore the ‘signs and symbols’ of the created world) and also 
include, in a sense, the inner worldly relationships. It is within this secular, or as 
Durkheim and Eliade prefer, the ‘profane’ world, that we can experience the unknown 
and attempt to explain it. Those of faith communities relate it to the spiritual. We use 
the perspective of methodological agnosticism in this part of the testing of the 
question; "are my experiences unique” because, whilst it excludes the possibility of 
God, it caimot fully prove the non-existence of God. This therefore leaves room for 
doubt and further exploration and very importantly, it allows me to question my 
experiences. How then do we articulate this experience, considering its non-rational 
and ineffable character? Do we have a vocabulary that is able to address this so that 
we can understand its nature? I rely heavily on both Michau and Mendieta in this 
brief discussion.
Habermas (2006, 1-25) says he is ‘convinced that religious discourse contains within 
itself potentialities that have not yet been sufficiently explored by philosophy, insofar 
as they have not yet been translated into the language of public reason, which is 
presumed to be able to persuade anyone’. For Habermas (Adams, 2006) religion and 
theology, besides preceding rationality, also form the catalyst for rationalisation in 
terms of the ‘linguistification of religion’, which he sees also as the religious 
rationalisation of the sacred into the profane. The manner and order of religious 
discourse and ritual, according to Habermas, sets up a process of rationalisation by 
‘linguistifying’ religious experiences which then morph the mystical and sacred into 
the secular and profane.
According to Michau (1992:226-250), Habermas observes that “we are exposed to a 
transcendence that is integrated in the linguistic conditions of reproduction without 
being delivered up to it.... Linguistic intersubjectivity goes beyond the subjects 
without putting them in bondage.” The theory of communicative action, while it does 
not “sacrifice a transcendence from within,” can get along “without the concept of an 
Absolute” and it is within this framework that Habermas claims to promote a
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“transcendence from within” which is a transcendence in this world. According to 
Michau (1992), Dussel (1997), however, sees ‘transcendence from without’ as 
something that is espoused by the Bible which teaches ‘existential and social change’ 
on Earth rather than a ‘reward in Heaven’, the Qur’anic position on this being: that 
there are rewards from "God’s bounty" for those "who believe (in God) and work 
righteous deeds." (Yusuf Ali, 1977:30:42-46). But whilst Dussel sees this 
‘transcendence from without’ from the point of view of the Others as in the 
oppressed, the widows and the orphans, amongst such others, and their lack of 
inclusion in the communication and decision-making within the inner circle (Freire’s 
concept of ‘conscientization’ in terms of the oppressed in Brazil? See Chapter IV) the 
thesis sees ‘transcendence from without’ in even broader terms more in line with 
Habermas’s (and Peirce’s) terminology of ‘God’s eye view’. But that does include 
both Dussel’s and Freire’s views because it must - and if we understand the meaning 
of conscience as that which enjoins upon us the ability to discern the good from the 
bad, then we see its clear connection with the ethics and morality that we highlighted 
earlier, and how it constitutes an elemental part of human beings similar to 
consciousness which governs our self-aware state as well as our thinking state, as 
corroborated by Arendt (1971,1978).
Whether it is possible to have ‘transcendence from within’ without inclusion of the 
‘beyond’ as ‘transcendence from without’, is investigated by the thesis through the 
research question 'can we learn the sacred' which is also understood to translate into 
‘what does it mean to be human? And as we see, these two forms of transcendence 
correspond in many ways with the inner and outer forms of experience. Being so, we 
hold these questions implicitly in mind as we address the two overarching questions 
'are my experiences unique' and 'what is the architect thinking' in Parts II and III 
respectively. We examine these questions through the experiences of others and see 
whether methodological agnosticism can indeed provide the answers. We see also 
whether Dussel’s Others, excluded as they may seem within Habermas’s parameters 
of ‘transcendence from within’, in reality cannot be so excluded because the ‘alterity’, 
or the infinite otherness of the Other individual, a concept originally theorized by 
Levinas (1961), is not only an individual otherness but part of Infinity itself.
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Habermas (1991:80) elaborates on Glebe-Moller’s position by proposing that “we 
become aware of the limits of that transcendence from within which is directed to this 
world...but this does not enable us to ascertain the countermovement of a 
compensating transcendence from beyond”. We question whether this is really the 
case or whether further investigation would reveal that such a ‘transcendence from 
beyond’ is a real possibility, that there is a ‘rumour of angels’ (Berger, 1969) and that 
even a secular thinker like Habermas might concur? It may be possible that that is 
what the trusteeship of the created world is meant to convey, not as an end in itself, 
but as a pointer to yet another kind of transcendence?
We are not concerned here with promoting nostalgia in terms of Habermas’s 
demythologisation but rather to highlight a possible reductionism which denies 
interpretation of life-worlds that reflect the total person including the mind, body and 
spirit and the ‘something other’ that is inexplicable, conveying a secular and 
somewhat narrow view of culture and theology and which leaves too many questions 
unanswered -  although Habermas might be assuming the positivist stance here. If I 
were a Popperian and I had a hypothesis that there was a sacred, I would set out to 
negate it. In that sense, I concur with Habermas’s perspective. In the other sense, I 
want to leave open the possibility that there may be another way.
I use a methodological agnostic perspective in this part of the empirical study to 
provide a neutral space to the respondents to recount their stories according to their 
own interpretations and I use it as a yardstick. I would like to make it very clear that I 
am writing as a person of faith, but methodologically speaking here I am stepping 
aside to see if we can leam the sacred and whether it is generalisable. I asked the 
questions I did because as we see in Part I, the processes that are involved are within 
human contexts: did others have the same human processes that I did, did they give 
them the same meaning? These questions also led me to the architect: what was he 
thinking when he designed the building and how did he give it meaning?
1.4.8 (c) Part III: The Architect and the Building
I also investigated, not my six-year-old type of experience of architecture but whether 
the architecture that is designed for religious experience actually does aid religious
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experience or whether it is artificial to remember it as a religious experience rather 
than a creative experience. But then this, in a sense, is the way in which most people 
who have these experiences, seek to experience their faith in what lies behind these 
holy buildings. A number of scholars and architects have addressed the role of the 
building within this context: Le Corbusier wrote in his Vers une architecture (1923) 
that when work is in alignment with the laws of nature, that is when architecture 
becomes capable of producing emotion within us whilst Arkoun (1994:268-272) asks 
whether the design of a particular building expresses a new symbolic language about 
the expression of ‘religious spirituality’ through architecture today? If so, what 
elements would one highlight? Correa (1994:15-16) draws attention to the “tension 
that is created by an adornment, for example, a mural, between itself and the rest of 
the room causing a change in the dynamics of the space” whilst Monreal (in AKAA, 
1995:112-115) asks: what if you view the building and the spaces together, does that 
give you a different experience, and if yes, how is it different?
We therefore refer to Mason (2002:131) who asks about the social processes and the 
phenomena that cut across a range of physical settings. Which are the core settings or 
the most meaningful ones for understanding these processes? We also discuss here 
elements such as colours, patterns and systems, water and light which are seen by 
experiencers as symbols. What happens when we experience a building? Gadamer 
(1976) states that the experience of art which includes architecture -  because art is 
expressly symbolic - not only falls within the context of hermeneutical reflection, it 
becomes a priority in his concept of understanding because the experience of art 
reveals that which is less obvious in other realms of understanding.
Schulz (1965) saw architecture as visualising the genius loci which means a ‘spirit of 
place’ and the architect’s task as creating meaningful places whereby the human being 
is enabled to ‘dwell’. He advocated a phenomenology of architecture as an initial step 
towards understanding architecture in existential terms. This enables us to explore 
these and other relevant questions in Part III: Chapter 12, but particularly the second 
key question from Part I of the thesis: what is the architect thinking? Is he trying to 
help recreate religious experience or is there another purpose? Was he trying to 
communicate understanding by and through the building? This is how members in 
the faith community see it -  through the architectural symbol. I was also interested in
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how my respondents regarded holy buildings. Although I am an Ismaili Muslim and 
most of my respondents are Muslim, there is a small number that is not Muslim but 
was highly recommended for the research, and as my questions made sense to them as 
well, am I then writing about something that is trans-cultural in terms of belief 
systems? But very clearly, the more tribal our societies, the more distinct are our 
interpretations. According to Beck (1992) the more standardised we are the better we 
might be growing together. But is this really the case? I look at this theme a little 
more closely in Part IV when examining the findings and their implications. The 
architectural aspect has been addressed by using the building as part of the 
methodology and through the architect’s interview (Chapter XIII) we examine his 
thought-processes and reflections in order to understand how he envisioned his design 
process and the factors that influenced that design.
Buildings invite interpretation and leave it open and without realising this quality that 
is projected by the built form, even as a young child, I responded to it and as I 
encountered further such instances, I realised that this quality seemed inherent within 
architecture, and in abundance in Islamic architecture. Perhaps even then I had begun 
to make a deep-down, infinitely subtle connection between what I was experiencing 
and the ineffable and hence later came to regard these experiences as sacred? Also, 
the question: how does the building connect with meaning and interpretation?
1.5 Structure of Thesis
In Part I, therefore, taking a logical sequence of argument, I interpret my experiences 
and find that learning had occurred from initial and subsequent experiences. I found 
that I had given meaning to it and called it the ‘sacred’, not denying the existence of 
God. I experienced ‘otherness’ but it could be that it was an effect of the cosmos or 
maybe Otto’s ‘Other’ or perhaps Rumi’s ‘Beloved’? His 'fascinan' refers to beauty 
but it can also be experienced in interaction with people through love and friendship. 
We see this also through Levinas’s concept of infinity and Khusraw’s concept of 
mystery. This type of experience occurs everywhere but I was particularly influenced 
by the Arabian/Egyptian architecture and the sounds and smells -  which relate me 
back to a sense of ‘place’. I found that this pointed to religious symbols of which the 
building, which plays an important part, is one. I realised I was referring to aspects of
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the experience as ‘mysterious’ and was viewing them through their symbolic, 
architectural representations and metaphors and therefore analysed my experience 
through my own interpretation as well as the literature. I also explore ‘giving 
meaning’ in Part I and find that in order to make meaning, we use culture and 
theology, for those from faith communities, to interpret our experiences. From our 
individual cultures we leam about ethics and morality which play a part in our 
formation as intellectual human beings and influence how we leam. And through our 
encounter with religion we come across the transcendent and immanent dimensions 
which play significant roles in the way we have and interpret such ineffable 
experiences. We have these experiences and place meaning on them by 
fundamentally interpreting them through something we take for granted -  a reflection 
of our own culture and our own history.
But how far-reaching is this influence of culture on these experiences that we call the 
‘sacred’? I explore this more fully in the chapters on Meaning and on the Sacred. 
Clearly there is a cultural interpretation to begin with and I am writing as an Ismaili 
Muslim but it is important to clarify here that whilst I am a believer, my stance is that 
of openness and spirituality rather than of a particular religion - and faith, in my view, 
includes religion but is not exclusive to it. It is important to keep this in mind so as to 
understand the breadth and openness of the research question which is not about a 
particular faith or the growth and development of its traditions but about learning 
from experience of the sacred which is inclusive of all traditions. When we talk of 
making meaning in the context of these experiences, the faith position would be to say 
that interpretation of the experience points to the fact that there might be something 
beyond the experience, but because we cannot prove it -  tangibly, at least, although 
there are many recorded instances of the described experiences of people -  we can say 
that there is a ‘rumour of angels’ (Berger, 1969). This is also why we use the 
methodological agnosticism perspective, as we saw earlier, which excludes the 
possibility of a God, that is, that we cannot prove that there is a God, but neither can 
we prove that there is no God. But because I am a believer, I say that it is a faith 
position. And, therefore, would a Christian or someone from the Jewish faith do the 
same? All three faiths are generally understood as monotheistic faiths, although 
Islam’s basic principle, according to Aga Khan III (1954), can only be defined as 
monorealism which is better understood through the analogy of the sun and its
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reflection, the Absolute being the sun and the Universe as we know it, being the 
reflection in the mirror of the fountain. There may quite possibly exist, in terms of 
ineffable experiences, a universal understanding although meanings may be culturally 
inspired. An atheist also would not necessarily deny the reality of the experience, 
even if the interpretation of it might be different. Could this lead to universality of 
learning which takes different routes but has the same end result? We seem to need, 
however, to use a religious language in order to describe such experiences and 
learning. The thesis says that at the heart of our learning lies the possibility of the 
sacred. I tried to answer my first set of questions about learning the sacred from my 
own experience but I came up against the question 'are my experiences uniqueT To 
address this question I needed to access the experiences of others.
Part II is an empirical investigation in which I utilise both my experience and my 
reading to ask others this question. I also asked them if my experience made sense to 
them and I found that whilst some of their experiences were also architecture-related 
not all their profound experiences necessarily stemmed from architecture. There were 
different triggers although architectural space also played a part. This highlights 
something else. Since my thesis is about learning, what sparked off the learning 
experience? In my case, it was the architectural and spatial context that made up the 
secondary experience that provided a structure for the primary experience, but what of 
other people? How did they interpret their experiences and how did they identify the 
learning experience for themselves? How do we leam through the ‘disjunctures’ 
(Jarvis, 1992) which mark our moments of learning and which this thesis posits are 
the windows into our inner and invisible lifeworlds?
And therefore, in Part I I I  investigate the experiences of others that have influenced 
their lifeworlds and how they have interpreted those experiences. What are the 
elements that led to those experiences of the ineffable, and if within context of a holy 
building, what were the constituent elements of that experience? It raises the 
question: what role did the architects play in the actuality of these experiences -  what 
are the architects thinking? We examine this in Part III of the thesis.
Part III examines experience of a building but more particularly in terms of 
architecture of the building. The question that leads into this part of the research is:
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what did the architect think he was doing? The architect functions within the milieu 
of that faith community and therefore uses the symbols of that faith community, 
however, it is not possible to use all of the symbols that point to the sacred, therefore 
in my discussion on symbols, I can point to the fact that the experience exceeds the 
meaning conveyed by the building -  so that the building itself is a symbol -  liturgy 
and the building hold the same function although their reach is different. Religious 
experience is fundamentally a primary experience. Is the architect therefore trying to 
enable a secondary experience through memory of an experience which one has 
already had as a primary experience? Hermeneutics, as we have seen, plays an 
important part as an ongoing process through life. I asked the respondents about the 
building and their experience of it. I tried to keep the two areas -  the experience of 
the self and experience of the building - separate in the interviews, with only limited 
success, as I soon found that the very intemality of these experiences dictated that the 
totality of the person respond to all of the experience and this therefore led to a fusion 
of the two sections of the interview.
In Part IV, which includes the synthesis and reflection on the research, I re-enter the 
debate about the concepts which I evaluate in light of the research. We look at the 
argument about learning and experience, each of which is problematic. Having 
labelled the experience as the ‘sacred’, we look at this in light of our findings. At the 
end of every chapter we summarise the key aspects and/or insights of the chapter as 
well as point to the direction in which the thesis is gaining momentum.
Having looked at how the thesis develops as a whole, the next step is to explore the 
following chapter which focuses on the nature and meaning of experience including 
different forms and types of experiences. This leads us on to explore the concept of 
experiential learning within which to examine the nature and meaning of learning. 
Learning from my experience of what I interpret as the ‘sacred’ is the issue -  it was 
possible to leam from the experience because it was a primary experience which 
caused me to imbibe the latent learning contained within it and within my self. 
However, I also learnt from my secondary experience which gave me culture and 
theology from my (faith) community. Therefore, was this learning from the 
secondary experience to the primary experience or was it the other way round?
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As is corroborated by Jarvis (Jarvis & Hirji, 2006) I leam from my experience, I 
intemalize it whilst making a tacit interpretation which effects a transformation within 
my being that involves the total person. This results in a changed ‘F and it is this 
changed person who then proceeds to have further experiences. Behaviorist-type 
theories do not allow for this process, however, this is possible with experiential-type 
theories. I have leamt from empirical situations, that is, from observed, pragmatic 
and practical experiences which are lived-experiences, however, the ineffable and the 
non-rational type of experiences are hard to understand yet they have nurtured my 
intellect. My six-year-old experience which initiated the processes of leaming and 
‘giving meaning to’ is the same but it is not an empirical one of giving meaning 
because it is one that defies meaning within the context of everyday language -  it is 
not rational because it is not within the world of rationality as we understand it. There 
appear to be experiences that cannot be explained in ordinary secular language -  
which points me to the humanness of the human being. It is difficult to explain the 
primary ineffable experience but the community has a complete theology of meaning 
that explains this to a certain level -  a system to explain my experiences within 
context of the sacred which Khusraw has referred to as the mystery and Durkheim and 
Eliade refer to as the sacred and the profane, the inexplicable and the explicable.
And therefore, we explore the phenomenon of ‘giving meaning to’ which leads us to 
the idea of the holy, and the cognitive, practical and affective dimensions which are 
also part of Jarvis’s 2004 theory of experiential leaming, provide support and 
validation of these concepts in the thesis. We also use aspects of the constmctivist 
perspective within which to interpret the sacred. A clear aim in the thesis is to 
explore what it posits is a form of experiential, and very importantly, transformative 
leaming. Sacred interpretations have not occurred in existing leaming theories and 
this has thrown up a number of big issues:
What is the nature and meaning of experience?
What is learning?
What does it mean to give meaning? How do we construct a sacred interpretation 
from experience?
What is the sacred?
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What is the architect thinking? How does he recreate experiences through the use of 
symbols?
Experiences are ongoing and form a biography which enables us to examine each new 
experience in its light and to find out if it ‘fits’. This is where the phenomenological 
and hermeneutic approaches as well as aspects of the constructivist perspective enable 
us to explore the key concepts of experience, leaming, meaning and the sacred more 
meaningfully in a ‘grounded theory’ way that allows the data to talk to us..We explore 
the nature and meaning of experience in the next chapter and explore how we arrive at 
interpretation of the experience of the ‘unknown’.
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2 Chapter II The Nature and Meaning of Experience____________
In order to understand the notion of experiencing the sacred, we must first examine 
each of the basic concepts involved. In this chapter, we examine the nature of 
experience, the nature of meaning and the meaning of experience. We look, within 
context of the existential, at the elements of experience including time, space and 
knowledge and hermeneutical reflection, and although we touch upon aesthetic and 
religious experience, we look at these concepts in greater detail in later chapters. And 
therefore we ask: what is experience and how might we define it?
2.1 Forms of Experience
Experience, according to Oakeshott (2001:9), constitutes both ‘experiencing’ and 
‘what is being experienced’, a concrete whole in which one does not mean anything 
without the other. He says that ‘the character of what is experienced is, in the strictest 
sense, correlative to the manner in which it is experienced’, that reality is absolutely 
inseparable from experience and that ‘reality is experience and experience is reality’. 
Bourdieu (1993), however, makes the point that we carry social reality within us. 
Oakeshott (2001:27) goes on to say that since experience is ‘a world of ideas’, reality 
is therefore also a world of ideas. This might not be so as besides the world of ideas 
there is also the world of emotions and feelings and imagination, a more real world in 
terms of the iimer self that extends beyond thought into the indescribable and 
therefore, beyond the realm of ideas. A distinction which Oakeshott highlights is that 
of thought - a mode of experience which must “immediately be distinguished from 
mere consciousness, from sensation, from perception, from volition, from intuition, 
and from feeling”. Oakeshott may be referring to the mode of experience that is 
consciousness as ‘mere consciousness’ to bring into sharper focus the concept of 
consciousness in the empirical, ordinary sense but there is nothing ‘merely’ about 
consciousness as seen in this thesis which includes not only its empirical meaning but 
also its existential and metaphysical meaning: extra-ordinary and mystical meaning, 
just as there is nothing ‘merely’ about intuition, sensation, feeling or volition.
Experience takes many forms in everyday life including the spiritual, the intellectual, 
the psychological and the physical, but because we need to conceptualise these in
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more precise terms, we do the same as Paul Tillich (1951-63:Vol.I 106-108) in this 
respect and adopt an ‘intuitive-descriptive element with an existential-critical 
element’. But before we explore these concepts in greater detail, it would be useful to 
look briefly into this notion of experiencing the ‘sacred’. Oakeshott (2001:49) says 
that experience is lifelong and his construction of ‘experience’ is that it is a world of 
ideas which are a given but with the innate proviso of constant transformation because 
its given form is always unsatisfactory. He also sees truth as ‘not another world; it is 
always the truth of a given world of ideas and he sees experience as a world of ideas’ 
which is made coherent in experience through achievement. He says since truth is 
satisfactory in experience, the criterion of truth is coherence -  and therefore, ‘what is 
true and all that is true is a coherent world of ideas’. But experience cannot just be 
seen from an abstract point of view, it is also made up of and by an external world -  
‘things as well as facts and the relation between them. Very importantly, he seems to 
miss out entirely on the emotional and affective meaning that is more often than not, 
given to experience and which points to a complex inner world. Also, as experiences 
generally take place within the context of culture, there are layers of meaning 
involved.
Pierre Bourdieu (1993) has been a major theoretical influence in the critical study of 
cultural practices and his work has included exploring the relationship between 
cultural practices and broader social processes. He examines the relationship between 
systems of thought, social institutions and different forms of material and symbolic 
power, much as Michel Foucault does. His work on aesthetics brings a different 
element to the exploration of social and cultural processes and lends a more 
stimulating approach to social analysis in diverse fields of activity. Although I shall 
not be using Bourdieu’s (1993) theoretical model to underpin my research as the 
focus of this thesis is not on economic and political power, it does bring awareness of 
another facet to it.
One of his central concerns, like Foucault (1974), is the ‘role of culture in the 
reproduction of social structures or the way in which unequal power relations are 
embedded in the systems of classification we use to describe everyday life’ 
(Bourdieu, 1993:2) which is often defined by cultural practices, and therefore in the 
ways in which society perceives reality and takes it for granted. But unlike Foucault,
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Bourdieu sees this symbolic power as closely interconnected, but not reducible to, 
economic and political power, which therefore serves a validating function.
Oakeshott (2001) sees reality and knowledge as correlatives in experience which 
cannot be separated for reality exists in knowledge, it cannot be otherwise. He talks, 
however, about the possible view of unknowable reality and that it might be seen as 
independent of experience and real because of its unknowability but does not see 
much credibility in this view as he says that reality is the whole experience and cannot 
be separated from it, it is not just a part of it and that there is nothing about reality that 
is not knowable, because otherwise that would mean that that which ‘cannot’ be 
known is not real. It is not as simple as that, however. According to Oakeshott 
(2001:55-56), as reality cannot be separated from experience because experience is 
real, reality therefore is also always real, which is not in dispute, but it seems as 
though Oakeshott is reducing reality to just that which can be experienced and so in a 
sense, reality is being made subordinate to experience. But that cannot be generalised 
in this manner as human beings are individuals, and everyone’s reality is different just 
as their experiences are different and their capability for experiencing something like 
the ineffable is also vastly different. Also, this thesis would posit that one uses the 
term ‘unknowable’ in a different way when one talks of the ineffable, as highlighted 
in this thesis -  ‘unknowable’ becomes unknowable when seen within the context of 
lack of awareness, which is a crucial part of the criteria of knowing. As knowledge is 
also an element of experience, Oakeshott states that it cannot be said that ‘anything is 
unknowable’, that would be a ‘perversion of the idea of knowledge’. On the one 
hand, this is true as nothing is ‘unknowable’, it may be ‘unknown’ but not 
‘unknowable’ in the true sense. However, knowledge also exists outside of 
experience as a potential experience which means that experience is always 
incomplete and therefore there is always the possibility of openness to the 
unknowable, that is, the Other.
Oakeshott (2001:53) posits that direct knowledge is not so much about an 
‘independent kind of knowledge’ as much as about a ‘certain degree of knowledge’, 
as it is ‘defective knowledge’ because it ‘falls short of definition’. Surely, falling 
short of definition caimot render that knowledge defective -  incomplete, maybe, but 
not defective.
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There appears to be perhaps a certain unnecessary rigidity about Oakeshott’s 
(2001:53) insistence that there cannot be knowledge of two kinds. Knowledge is of 
two kinds, if not more, but certainly there is knowledge which is of the type of direct 
experience that is immanent and is devoid of concepts, and is simply ‘given’, an 
insight, an inspiration, a revelatory experience that has nothing to do with reality as in 
worldly experience from where knowledge might be seen to be derived. Therefore, 
knowledge can be ‘out there’ but really the ‘out there’ is the ‘in here’, that is within 
the human soul, which might be understood as a divine spark. It is possible to know 
what might, according to any conceptual criteria one might apply, appear to be 
unknowable -  for it is not unknowable but indescribable. Therefore the limitation is of 
language not of knowledge in which interpretation and transformative leaming play a 
key role.
The notion of the interaction between iimer and outer experience throws up a very 
interesting philosophical question: what do I experience? Is it the outside brought in? 
Or is it a symbol of the outside brought in? Is it an interpretation of the outside? The 
middle option appears to be the most likely one -  we experience the symbol or the 
metaphor or representation and then re-interpret it. Experience usually occurs at the 
juncture of the external and the internal and it is the internal from which we leam. 
This is a key question as it represents also my own experience where the inside and 
the outside became fused. It also was the start of a lifetime of questioning.
Some of the key questions that emerged include: are experiences continuous or are 
they episodic or both? What part does memory play in it? Does this change a person 
and mould their identity to give them a sense of self? How does it do this? What part 
do time and space play in the understanding of experience? What about interpretation 
and the way we constmct meaning? And very importantly, what is the relation 
between inner and outer experience? How do we contextualise experience?
2.2 The Nature of Experience
Contextualising of experience includes representation of the sublime; experience of 
space; subject and object, transformation beyond subjective experience, and the
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recognition of latent (implicit and hidden) leaming. The concept of experience is 
deconstmcted through the objects of space, time and knowledge which are the most 
basic facets of human experience and constitute our world as we know it and see it. 
Space allows the world of objects to become manifest whilst time makes possible the 
sequence of events that gives order, meaning and stmcture to our lives, and personal 
knowledge, faith and belief, thinking, reflection and contemplation, and interpretation, 
give meaning and significance to unfolding reality. These taken-for-granted concepts 
of existence within the context of experience are deconstmcted and reconstmcted to 
open up a larger field of leaming to everyday awareness.
What we are attempting to do is to will the symbol to show us the extraordinary that 
we sense is hidden within it. We thus make ourselves reflect by giving outward 
expression to something of that contradiction, that interpretation, which is the very 
essence of the elements expressed. Encouraged by this, we put aside, for an instant, 
the veil which we interposed between our consciousness and ourselves. We bring 
ourselves ‘back into our own presence’ (Oakeshott, 2001:134), into the ‘now’, that is 
the primary experience. We thus experience the same sort of surprise or wonder if 
‘we strove to seize our ideas themselves in their natural state, as our consciousness 
would perceive them if it were no longer beset by space’. Our intellect does take 
sides in a debate, thereby showing the ‘interpenetration’ of ideas in our selves. This is 
an important point that we explore further in the chapters on symbolism and the 
sacred.
As a six year old, I could not answer, or even recognise with clarity, my own 
questions on the extraordinary moments I experienced. For some people, we live in a 
state of ignorance, but then society almost fosters a way of ignorance by advocating a 
‘leave it to the experts’ attitude. Through the years, I leamed more about theories of 
the sacred including those from my own faith position and I found I could make sense 
from these and other writings. I therefore now feel I can write about this. I found that 
I was always living with a question -  what is the sacred, can it be learnt and how do 
we learn from it - 1 daresay we all live with this question and no doubt the question 
will remain open well beyond the completion of this thesis. Many of the religions of 
the world have tried to capture this experience of the sacred through architecture -  
that is not to say that all experiences of the sacred are religious (that is, within
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institutionalised ritualistic religion), they are often experiences transcending specific 
faiths and cultures and are spiritual and a meeting with the ineffable or ‘the Other’ 
(Otto, 1923). Human existence is complex and full of seeming ‘unknowables’ and 
therefore my six-year-old experience reflected something profound about the human 
condition. We continue to explore this throughout the thesis as it is a complex and 
multi-dimensional one in which all key concepts play an interconnected role.
Mystery becomes acculturated to an extent and embedded within that context in the 
initial phase of experiencing. Arthur Rimbaud, the poet, tried to bypass conceptual 
thought and within the immediate symbols of the imagination reflected a deeper 
reality in his poetry (Illumination, 1871 in Stromberg, 1968: xxv) as did Jallaludin 
Rumi, the 13* century poet/philosopher:
My ego passed away 
For the sake of God’s ego,
And He remained alone;
I roll at His feet like dust.
The individual self can become dust,
In which only His footprints remain.
Become dust at His feet 
For the sake of His footprints.
And one day you will become His crown.
Masnavi II: 1173-6 (Mabey, 2000:85)
The belief that there is ‘some path to Reality or Being through mystical, intuitive, 
unconscious or spontaneous apprehension which escapes the “deformations” of 
rational thought has been persistent in the modem world’. However, it is not a case of 
either rational thought or mystical poetry as language itself is social and if we want to 
reflect on our experiences, we cannot bypass the social. Both are a part of the self and 
both dimensions play a part in leaming about one’s potential and capabilities as a 
human being. Also, various other meanings are drawn from experiences that we have 
throughout our lifetime.
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Otto (1923:63) talks about how the “numinous consciousness may be stirred by means 
of feelings analogous to it of a ‘natural’ kind and then pass over into these, or, more 
properly, be replaced, by them” (my emphasis), that in effect there is an awakening of 
the spirit which he says is not possible to simply ‘hand down’ as an instruction. This 
maybe could not happen per se but perhaps a propensity for it can be transferred as 
can be seen from many examples of Sufi fathers handing this inclination down to their 
sons. It could be argued that that perhaps has more to do with environment and 
experiential leaming than with heredity, and that may well be the case. Even so, it 
does not mle out some degree of hereditary propensity for such understanding, at 
whatever level and to whatever degree. Later on in the thesis we will argue that this 
sense of mystery, this sense of awe is the thing that is the sacred, the basis of the 
sacred, but for now it is important to understand what constitutes meaning within 
experience.
2.3 The Nature of Meaning within Experience
Experience per se appears to have no meaning until we give it meaning and many 
sociologists talk about these experiences but with considerable negativity, or at the 
least, scepticism. Human existence is not entirely explicable but this does not mean 
that unexplainable things and happenings do not exist. It may be difficult to talk 
about these experiences but there have been enough such experiences in time for there 
to be no doubt that these experiences do happen and happen to many people. 
However, there appears to be a certain reluctance, sometimes embarrassment, in 
acknowledging experiences of ‘the sacred’ or the ineffable or the spiritual. There 
appears to be a fear of how one might be perceived. H R H Prince Charles has talked 
about this on a number of occasions (The Earth in Balance, Architecture & the 
Environment, Architectural Design 1993; Visual Islamic & Traditional Arts Degree 
Show at The Prince of Wales’s Institute of Architecture in London, 1998) as has 
Archbishop Rowan Williams in a BBC interview (18* June 2005).
Everyone has beliefs, religious or otherwise, but perhaps we have become used to 
living in ignorance? Perhaps it is easier to live in this way, not to question? Perhaps 
because questioning might open up a ‘pandora’s box’ and we are reluctant to 
encounter the unknown? Not simply the divine unknown or the sacred unknown but
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perhaps it begins with the unknown per se within the self? And perhaps that is why 
we must begin to understand this first -  not because the spiritual or the sacred is 
separate from the human being but more so because it is important to recognise that 
the spiritual self and what Habermas (1984) calls the ‘lifeworld’ are not mutually 
exclusive. There is no dichotomy between mind, body and spirit -  this is a theme that 
is a pivotal one for this thesis and forms part of the definition of experience and this 
seamlessness is evident throughout the thesis. We also talk about this in the chapter 
on Leaming. We can give it conceptual meaning and we can give it emotional and 
affective meaning as well as cognitive meaning. But herein lies the nature of 
hermeneutics, life itself is a hermeneutical exercise and whilst we look at the nature of 
meaning as it applies to experience in this chapter, we look at how we constmct 
meaning within the context of culture later in the chapter on The Cultural 
Interpretation of Meaning.
We unpack the connection with the secular/physical world (where experiences take 
place in space and time) through the process of looking for meaning and essences 
(phenomenological perspective); also how we constmct and deconstmct meaning to 
make sense of our experiences and to understand the latent (implicit and hidden) 
leaming that is taking place without our conscious awareness. Plus, what role the 
power of language? And what happens in those instances of ‘disjuncture’ (Jarvis, 
1987, 1992) which make up our moments of leaming and when time seems to stand 
still -  Oakeshott talks of ‘episodic’ experiences when snapshots of inexplicable 
experiences and instances take place. How do we integrate these episodic experiences 
into the whole so that there is a seamlessness that transforms it into a ‘continuous’ and 
an 'aware' form of experience? The aim is to gain the kind of awareness that makes 
the mining of such moments possible -  it is then that we begin to take on the 
awareness of the leaming taking place within us which transforms and changes us. 
We are constantly constmcting on a social level, but are we aware that we might also 
be doing so at other levels?
Because there is no intrinsic meaning to empirical fact, as we look at it, we have to 
give it meaning to make it work for us. People believe they can change what they see; 
what they ‘see’ (feel, sense, etc.) also produces emotion in them and brings out 
cognitions which are affected by their cultures - because ‘I am always responding to
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what is out there’. We continue, however, to carry the question with us; there is a 
logical position from which to interpret this: the self is non-material and therefore 
includes the spirit (soul) which is beyond the physical -  no philosophical theory can 
explain this. People in different societies have given different interpretations which 
have been caught up in cultural knowledge that constitutes their lifeworlds. I began to 
think ‘there is perhaps the sacred’ however I also believed that it encompassed -  had 
to encompass -  all aspects of life, for it to make sense. My own faith taught me that 
intellect is a facet of faith and I began to question aspects of beliefs, faith, and my 
own and others’ experiences -  what constitutes these experiences and how do I leam 
to recognise it and leam it and from it?
According to Heidegger (cf. Marton and Booth 1997:26) the “cmcial value lies in 
retuming to the self to discover the nature and meaning of things as they appear in 
their essence and to do this, one has to access all of one’s faculties, the unconscious as 
well as the conscious”. We have an experience but how do we understand it in terms 
of an encounter, how do we recognise it so that we can re-create the context? This is 
where the symbol enters in because it is through the symbol that we translate our 
realities and give meaning to our experiences. But then again, how do we give 
meaning, it is necessary to understand this further in terms of our lifeworlds and those 
of others. We need to understand how we so often give meaning to our experiences 
through an unconscious process. And this is what prompted my own questioning of 
my early experience -  are my experiences unique? How do others experience the 
same phenomenon? We address this in Part II in the Chapter (VIII) on The Empirical 
Study through the concept of intersubjectivity.
The idea of the symbol as a necessary transmitter of experiences is being flagged up 
here but will be discussed more thoroughly in Part III in the chapter on The Role and 
Meaning of the Symbol. Suffice to say at this stage that symbols enable a 
metaphorical and representational way of giving meaning to experiences and are such 
an integral part of life experiences as to be part of its fabric -  unnoticed most of the 
time. The role of symbols has a direct and very real connection with giving meaning 
to experience. Now, though, we need to further understand the connection between 
meaning and experience.
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2.4 The Meaning of Experience
The questions we are left with are -  at the end of the day, what is experience? Do we 
construct, deconstruct and then reconstruct leaming once transformation has occurred 
through what we encounter, to make sense of our experiences? What, to extend the 
question, might experience of the sacred be? We cannot use the sacred to explain this 
but we may be able to use our understanding and faith in the sacred to give meaning 
to our ongoing experiences, not to our initial experience but, having given a certain 
interpretation to the early experiences we may now use that interpretation to inform 
and explicate our subsequent experiences, of which this thesis is also a part. This is 
how the interpretation of ‘sacred’ is used in the chapters preceding the chapter on The 
Sacred by which time, having discussed experience, leaming and meaning, we are 
able to arrive at a more comprehensive meaning of the ‘sacred’, that is the unknown 
or the ineffable.
However, to be able to understand leaming of the ineffable, we first need to be able to 
appreciate the experience as encountered and known within the context of inner and 
outer forms of experience. The outer explores the self in terms of sensory experience 
leading to the concepts of knowledge, thought and action amongst others - objects of 
experience and phenomena - and may well include aspects of the inner as one of the 
key themes of the research is that of non-duality, that is, the merging of the subject in 
the object. The exploration of iimer experiences includes an exploration of time, 
space and knowledge as well as ethics, morality and emotion, and imagination - 
although again, not exclusively so.
In a way, the concepts of knowledge, thought and action are quite Aristotelian where 
he sees his three treatises of ethics, politics and de anima which are concemed with 
how human action is to be explained and understood, work together with what acts 
are to take place -  this includes intentions, beliefs and purposes. But there is also a 
Platonic slant to the thesis in that it works with elements from both philosophies. 
“ Arab philosophers” who did this in the past were, according to Burckhardt 
(2003:78), often held to account as if they were “guilty of misrepresentation”. In 
reality, this was an “outstanding work of adaptation, a synthesis in the tme sense of 
the word, without which the intellectual flowering of the Christian Middle Ages
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would scarcely have been conceivable”. The fusion of the methodical thought of 
Aristotle and the contemplative approach of Plato enabled the union of the intellectual 
discipline and contemplative spirit, which is the core approach of this thesis, and in 
fact, the Latin translation of these and other Greek philosophers’, scientists’ and 
physicians’ work was based on the 9* century Arabic translation rather than the 
original Greek (corroborated by Nanji, 2001). This guided the schools of Chartres, 
Strasbourg and Oxford which was the result of this ‘mingling’ which typifies the 
works of the Arab al-Kindi and the Persian al-Farabi (Alpharabius) and Ibn-Sina 
(Avicenna) amongst others. This was possible for the latter because their own 
departure point formed a firm reference point for all essential aspects of reality and 
this was the doctrine of the Oneness of God or as Socrates (Otto, 1923:140) said, 
“God is single, and true in deed and word”. This will be explored in further detail in 
the chapter on the Sacred. Suffice to say for now that this one fundamental part, the 
hierarchical structure of the universe, that is unity in multiplicity and multiplicity in 
unity, is key, and could even be said to be part of the theoretical orientation for this 
thesis.
It is important also to remember that whilst there are the religious constructs, 
simultaneously there are also the personal constructs. In the case of my early 
experience, even when in later years I could construct the meaning it held for me, the 
mystery still remained. Although one recognises that there are many ways in which 
an experience may be constructed such as poetry, music, art and architecture to name 
but a few, the sense of a quest is instilled in one to find out more. This is a level at 
which an ‘aware’ person might pick up the concept of learning as a way into the self- 
knowledge leading to development. En route, through the various constructions, the 
emotions are engaged and the mystery encountered yet again. The sacred begins to 
merge into the profane although all that is not sacred is not necessarily profane. It is 
more a case of being unaware of the manifestations and extériorisations of the inner as 
well as the signs of nature. This will of course, by necessity, involve the objective, 
subjective and inter-subjective states of the self within the context of learning, not 
only through the intellectual but also the feeling states of emotion.
In a sense, according to Esmail (2002:75), one needs to be “naive in the purest sense 
of the word as one wants simply to experience the revelation, to be shown purely the
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will of the Universal Intellect”, that is, experience the holy. The ‘simply’ used here 
might be reminiscent of Oakeshott’s use of ‘merely’ and the sense in which it is used 
to convey the meaning of what might be seen as wanting to experience purely without 
any complexity or ambiguity rather than the slightly negative meaning which implies 
‘less than’. Emotion, admittedly, is also part of the experience of the holy.
I would agree with Esmail (2002) that this kind of easy relationship is possible only 
when one has already acknowledged the existence of such a relationship, the context 
of which allows such familiarity and such ease of relationship. This level of 
familiarity becomes part of our lives as we remain more and more open to the sacred 
around us. Schleiermacher’s ‘sense of dependency’ and Otto’s ‘creature-feeling’ is 
present here for it is only within the context of trust and security that this level of 
relationship and familiarity is possible. Hegel (1977) did not accept that such a direct 
relation between God and human beings could exist. The existential reality of 
Buber’s “I and Thou” was ignored by Hegel who accepted that everything that 
relates to man is as ‘God’s self-realisation and perfect self-awareness; but God never 
enters into a living, direct relation to us, nor does He vouchsafe us such a relation to 
Him’ (Buber, 1952:19). This thesis presents just the opposite notion of a constant 
presence in relation with human beings.
We are talking of a world one constructs on a personal and a spiritual level -  most 
probably all human beings have such a world wherein lie their deepest secrets and 
desires and where their deepest nuggets of knowledge and learning are resident in 
their raw form which, once transformed through experience, are brought back to be 
stored and accessed as necessary. This is the notion of ‘I-with-oneself that I 
introduced in the earlier stages of this thesis [Heidegger has talked of the ‘being-in- 
the-world’ whilst Jarvis has talked of the ‘being-in-the-world-with-others ’ ]. It is from 
here that this learning begins its journey through responses to the phenomenal world 
around one -  therefore latent (implicit, hidden) learning surfaces to inform and 
influence one’s responses to everyday aspects of one’s life and living, imbuing one’s 
experiences with an aspect of learning that has since transformed into knowledge. It 
is here that learning takes place, at this disjuncture when I am a reflection of my 
culture, albeit imperfect. But also, when an extraordinary experience stops me short, 
there is an opportunity to transcend myself and my culture -  and inner learning is the
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way I can do this. This may be seen as a hermeneutical problem; however this thesis 
does see the ineffable experience as that of transcendence as well as immanence, and 
certainly beyond culture.
More often than not, one’s experiences come in quick succession through the senses, 
not always remaining sensory but leading to other more profound experiences. That 
is in no way intended to take anything away from the sensory experience for such 
experiences are often the gateway to others or are sometimes experienced 
simultaneously. An example of this is music which has the power to bring on a 
multitude of experiences, associations and moods. The sensory experience is also tied 
up with the kinesthetic one in which the play of light and shade on the senses can 
create the ambience of different settings; the feel of air on one’s skin and the smell of 
fragrance, whether natural or man-made, can all combine to bring about an experience 
that can be reminiscent of particular instances or times gone by. Meanings have been 
given to similar experiences in the past which now inform new experiences which 
include those elements. It is this ‘old’ knowledge that is informed by ‘old’ knowledge 
that enables reflection and self-reflection and which Bachelard (1964) terms 
‘discontinuity’. When I take the sensations for granted then the next stage is that the 
disjuncture becomes meaning which informs my identity, my inner being and I leam 
to be ‘me’. I have at this point also developed a sense of consistency about myself, 
my experiences and I can now move on as ‘myself in society with a renewed sense of 
identity.
For this thesis an additional dimension has been necessary, that of consciousness as 
another important component. The concepts of reflection, consciousness, 
memorisation and contemplation are viewed through a different lens in order to 
understand the context of the being to see if the sacred can be learnt as well as 
experienced.
In order to better understand the context within which these concepts are used in this 
thesis, we look at the concepts of consciousness/unconsciousness first as this is the 
common denominator in terms of different types of consciousness and even different 
states of consciousness in our effort to understand the experience of sacredness. Kant, 
too, saw an underlying synthesis to consciousness. This also provides a link, not only
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between experience and meaning and meaning and learning, but also opens up to 
scrutiny the role of consciousness in terms of interpretation, and tacit interpretation in 
particular. We look at consciousness and unconsciousness not simply in terms of a 
passive context within which we do everyday things such as taken-for-granted 
thinking and acting, but as a dynamic context within which a little-understood but 
hugely significant process takes place -  that of transformation. How this 
transformation comes about and the steps towards it can more or less be discerned 
from the themes that form the chapters of this thesis: from the experiencing, the 
giving meaning to the experiencing that then makes it significant to us, that is, 
interpretation, which influences the being and causes it to change; in the 
understanding of the person, in the value-system the person holds, the attitude and 
finally the behaviour. This takes place through that event of experiencing which leads 
to learning which causes the transformation. As we then move on to understand the 
theoretical orientation underlying this concept of learning, we begin to understand the 
connections we make with symbolic language and how this has a bearing on how we 
transform. But first, we look at aspects of consciousness.
2.5 Consciousness
Human mental life has a phenomenal side as well as a subjective side and conscious 
mental states also include sensations, moods, emotions, dreams, dimensions of 
thought and self-awareness. All of these states in their relationship with one another, 
and situated as they are within the context of consciousness, play significant roles on 
an ongoing basis throughout our experiences and enable us to understand the role that 
not only the states of consciousness but those of unconsciousness play in ‘learning the 
sacred’. Primary to this is the fact that consciousness involves experience and/or 
awareness, both important aspects not only in enabling understanding of this elusive 
dimension of learning (the ‘sacred’) but also in raising awareness, which is key to 
enabling the learning, more precisely the latent (implicit, hidden) type of learning. In 
all my experiences which I came to regard as ‘sacred’, I entered another dimension, 
one where sensations dropped away and there was simply a sense of otherness.
Locke (cf Flew, 1979) understood the concept of consciousness ‘in the sense of self- 
knowledge acquired by virtue of mind's capacity to reflect upon itself in introspective
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acts analogous with perception; and second, in a broader modem sense, opposed to 
anesthesia, designating what is held to be the general property of mental states’). 
Locke (1998) defined consciousness as ‘the perception of what passes in a man’s own 
mind ... and that it is the act of noticing the internal activity of ‘his’ [sic] mind”. In 
fact, he talks of consciousness as synonymous with reflection and says that this is how 
a person comes to know about his [sic] mental states including the ideas of 
perceiving, reasoning, thinking, knowing [as in cognition unlike intuitive knowing] as 
well as willing. It is important to understand that in this instance, we are exploring 
mental states which have a bearing on the states of being as we shall be exploring 
later in terms of the ‘sacred’ which are the less easily definable states. But to gain 
even a limited understanding of the ineffable state, it is important to first understand 
the conscious states of being. "Consciousness includes not only awareness of our 
own states, but these states themselves, whether we have cognisance of them or not’ 
(Stout, 1967, Manual of Psychology, p.8).
Conscious experience is therefore the most familiar thing that we know (as it usually 
takes place when we are ‘awake’ and in control [Chalmers, 1996:26-27]) as well as 
the most mysterious. And if this is so in a state where we can know things and ‘will’ 
them, the depth of knowledge of the mysterious and the mystical increases manifold 
when applied to unconsciousness and contemplation in its original sense. Could this 
have been the case with my own experience? Perhaps my unconscious retained 
primordial knowledge of which I was consciously unaware, hence, was able to 
respond to that which we cannot see visually or hear as such but sense with an inner 
eye or an inner hearing that picks up sonorous sounds and vibrations inaccessible by 
the physical ear? I am inclined to think it is as this is something that I have been 
‘sitting’ with through questioning over the years and have finally been able to actually 
bring to light here. The context of understanding it in this manner, however, comes 
from within my faith position as an Ismaili Muslim which has spiritual search at its 
core. My own experience was through the visual (architecture) as well as the auditory 
(music) but also the kinesthetic, but these appeared to be simply the ‘gateways’ 
Perhaps it might be useful at this stage to delve a little into the unconscious state of 
being of which there are various strands.
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2.5.1 Types of Consciousness and Unconsciousness
Whilst in the main we look at individual states of being and the transformation that 
takes place in the inner being, the individual is not a being in isolation as its internal 
states are impacted upon by its external states, the sensory, which are also influenced 
by the external environment as well as the interactions it has not only with that 
environment but also with other beings and objects. We therefore look at, however 
briefly, the context of the collective unconscious which is the field of psychic activity 
that takes place independently of the conscious mind and which is the absolute 
unconscious that perhaps does not, seemingly, have much to do with personal 
experiences but certainly has a great deal to do with intrapersonal experiences such as 
the sacred. Jung (1976:45) saw the collective unconsciousness as containing “the 
whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution, bom anew in the brain stmcture of 
every individual. His conscious mind is an ephemeral phenomenon that accomplishes 
all provisional adaptations and orientations.... The unconscious, on the other hand, is 
the source of the instinctual forces of the psyche and of the forms or categories that 
regulate them, namely the archetypes.” This can be debated on its various points, not 
all of which sit easily with critics.
Part of this could be seen as the juxtaposition of the Universal Soul and the individual 
soul or the universe as the macrocosm and the human being as the microcosm. Jung 
has his critics but one way of looking at his notion of the collective unconscious as 
‘bom anew’ within each individual might be to see it as the possible 
interconnectedness of all human beings on one level. Also, one can see the gestalten 
process here which is where the whole can be contained in the part and the part can 
represent the whole. The human being may carry mankind’s evolution within his 
individual ‘brain stmcture’ as Jung says, but also within his affective stmcture which 
houses his emotional intelligence. The single human being is representative of his 
species and just one cell of the human being, in terms of DNA, can also be 
representative of the evolution of the human being in generic terms. But there is also 
evolution in terms of the intellect and intellectual growth which is contained within 
the collective unconscious. However, this does not preclude the different path that the 
individual might take in one’s own personal evolution in terms of intellectual and 
spiritual growth.
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Jung distinguishes three psychic levels, that of consciousness, the personal conscious 
and the collective unconscious. Interestingly, Jung sees the collective 
unconsciousness as “the ancestral heritage of possibilities of representation, is not 
individual but common to all men, and perhaps even to animals, and is the true basis 
of the individual psyche” (Jung, 1976:38). The personal consciousness which is also 
known as the finite consciousness or the individual consciousness is a limited attribute 
denoting the specific character of a human being. Infinite consciousness, on the other 
hand, is seen as being aware of the Universal Mind which is one of the manifestations 
of the Universal Soul which is also a manifestation of the Universal Intellect (in 
Qur’an) all of which are levels of the divine, an understanding which is part of my 
faith position and which this thesis is clarifying for me.
As human beings, we perceive this as a positive state of mind with unlimited 
‘beingne^^’. In fact, the Individual Mind comes into being through its limitedness and 
it is important to understand this within the context of the sacred. Something very 
significant is emerging here. If the individual mind can remain aware of its link with 
the Universal Mind then the possibilities to gain further and greater knowledge of that 
Universal Mind are limitless. But its limitedness is only temporary and is changeable 
at any point through the realization of individual potential for access to the sacred. 
Here, it is important to remember the interconnectedness of the individual psyche 
with the physical body and the environment. This in effect makes possible a stream 
of consciousness that flows smoothly through the span of a physical life, what 
William James (1902) calls “personal, feels continuous, forward-moving, and in 
constant change”, but still talking of subjective life. This, however, brings up the 
state of the personal unconscious which Jung seems to have omitted but which may 
well play a significant part in the coimection with the sacred. We explore this 
dimension further a little later.
The unconscious as we call it, is significantly more poetic and more philosophic than 
the conscious. Images have several meanings, not just one meaning, ‘nor one alone of
its many frames of reference upon the actual plane of the dialectic of image, any
exclusive reduction is an aberration’ (Eliade, 1959). According to Eliade, one does 
not need an in-depth knowledge of psychology to understand and accept that 
mythology has survived in all its fullness within modem man and that this has a
©Naznin Hirji 2007 51
spiritual authenticity superior to man’s conscious living. Certainly mythology plays a 
large part in certain religions, Hinduism is one example. There is no denying the 
actuality of the powers of myths, images and symbols as has been obvious since 
Creation (Adam, Eve and the apple is a classic example). But whilst myths may not 
have disappeared from the reality of the psyche and are often experienced as 
aesthetics, there is another more level playing field, as expressed within Islamic art, 
where it is the neutrality of the abstract that opens up the spiritual realm.
Wilber (1980) talked about the transpersonal state of consciousness, a higher 
consciousness which can also mean the cosmic or universal consciousness, mind or 
Universal Soul, especially in Eastern Philosophies and is a form of consciousness that 
transcends empirical consciousness. This is not an individual type of consciousness, 
however, it is an all-encompassing consciousness that is formless and is the 
foundation of all individuated forms of consciousness. This supraconsciousness is 
what permeates the whole field of Creation and is why it is possible to leam the 
sacred. If this becomes the context then the rest can be more readily understood and 
the world can be perceived as a ‘sacred place’. Perhaps this would be more easily 
digested if we were to unpack Reason’s (1989) statement that ‘to make whole is to 
make holy’? However, we first need to unpack the layers of symbolism that encase 
not only objects of experience but also our expressions and interpretations of 
experiences and we do this later in the thesis.
The more we become aware of our ability and potential to ‘know’ our own 
inwardness, the more possible it is to understand the power of the teaming that is 
entrenched within that core. This is the residence of latent teaming. The more the 
inwardness progresses, the closer we approach that inner core of teaming, the more 
we realize the universal nature of the experience. The more we realize this 
universality the more we understand the particularity, and the more we realize the 
range of consciousness that we are capable of, the more we realize the potential 
within us of understanding unconscious meanings and the ineffable, and therefore, 
teaming the sacred. Therefore, understanding the unity that underlies the multiplicity 
of consciousness or higher consciousness, and the submergence of the lower into the 
higher is possible only when individuals become aware of the movement of the spirit 
within their inner being. These movements are those profound moments that
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constitute experience of the ineffable. To be able to access these experiences is not 
for the faint-hearted as James (1902) has highlighted. Sometimes it is difficult to 
grasp more than the immediate sense of sacredness that can only be felt and that is 
totally elusive in every other way. At other times, though, it is possible to grasp a 
little more -  through contemplation that accesses deeper levels of the conscious and 
pre-conscious states. Jarvis uses ‘contemplation’ to imply reflection on experience as 
a part of learning. It is important to remember that there is a fusion of the inner and 
the outer, no dualism, much as my experience showed at the very young age when the 
inner and outer fused together, the room and the outside blending together to form a 
space, both internal and external, within which I had an extra-ordinary experience. 
Marton and Booth (1997:139) also posit that it is not a question of ‘how the 
knowledge travels from one to the other’, which should be taken as a given, but how it 
changes with time.
2.6 Reflection and Hermeneutical Reflection
A vital part of learning from experience is the practice of reflection which is itself a 
form of experience. Throughout the thesis, the pattern has been that of hermeneutical 
reflection, also understood as “man’s true vital activity” and a “form of life that 
human being assumes” (Wind, 1976:7, cf. Jones, 2000:5) which Gadamer (1976:38) 
has defined as something that ‘fulfils the function that is accomplished in all bringing 
of something to a conscious awareness’. The term is derived from the Greek word 
''hermeneueirf' which means to “to interpret or to understand” (Jones, 2000:5, cf 
Johnsen and Olsen, 1992). The core underpinning to this thesis has been the 
overriding need to ‘look beyond the obvious’ something that began with my 
experience of mystery at a young age and which has survived years of acculturation to 
prod me on to the present thesis of learning the sacred. Gadamer says that “reflection 
on a pre-understanding brings before me something that otherwise happens behind my 
back”. This is part of what this thesis is attempting to highlight in terms of 
experience and learning - that things happen not only preconsciously (Jarvis’s term) in 
primary experiences and take root within us in an unaware mode but also that they lie 
latent within us prior to the happening.
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I have stated earlier how I believe that interpretation takes place within us in the 
moment of happening, of which we are often unaware -  and it is the learning and 
transformation that results from this moment that is being investigated here, learning 
that undergoes transformation with each new experience and each new interpretation, 
in the manner of Bachelard’s ‘discontinuity’ and in the subsuming of the ‘old’ 
knowledge within the ‘new’ knowledge, a transformation that Gadamer (1976) terms 
‘surrender’. He sees this as “the untiring power of experience, that is in the process of 
being instructed, man [sic] is ceaselessly forming a new understanding”. This is 
something that the thesis returns to on numerous occasions and is particularly evident 
in the later chapters which look at the experiences of a group of people.
Hermeneutical reflection teaches us of the limited role of psychoanalytical reflection 
which cannot impose its terms on general reflection in the universal societal context 
where norms in terms of behaviour and attitudes have become canonical to an extent. 
It also reminds us that social community exists through an implicitly inclusive 
approach thereby enabling social understanding. However, this thesis would add that 
hermeneutical reflection begins with the individual, although bom into community, as 
we begin the hermeneutical exercise of life and living. We begin to encounter 
experiences, much as I did at a young age, formulating unaware but nevertheless 
powerful interpretations which in later life are held up to scmtiny. And within this 
scmtiny is also included the question, do we terminate at our own self-understanding 
or is there a transcendence beyond this? This becomes a critical question in terms of 
the research question of learning the sacred. Implicit in this examination of self- 
understanding is the role of awareness. August Boeckh (1877 in Gadamer 1976:45) 
put it as ‘knowing of the known’. This means that the ‘operation of the understanding 
requires that the unconscious elements involved in the original act of knowledge be 
brought to consciousness’. In this context, one might begin to question whether it is 
possible to know the unknown, however, I believe that with each experience, the 
implicit knowledge gained makes this possible, even if in degrees, as we begin to use 
out intellect.
‘Understanding’, in Heidegger’s Being and Time (1997), is seen as “being” and 
represents the existential dimension of Dasein, a concept introduced by Heidegger, as 
“things in themselves”, and the concept of self-understanding took on a historicity
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from then on, and became a legacy of transcendental idealism. It then became a way 
of examining the self-understanding of faith in theological terms also. The emphasis 
moved to experience of oneself rather than a “self-mediation of self-consciousness” 
(Gadamer, 1976:48). As Gadamer says, “understanding” is too complex to simply 
dismiss as something consciousness understands, it is a much more complex element 
than that. Understanding and what is understood is bigger than the sum of its parts, 
just as language gives expression to what is ‘in’ that moment, giving temporality to 
the being in the happening of expression before the mystery of being moves on.
The difference between understanding and self-understanding is evident here although 
the distinction Gadamer (1976:50) makes in terms of understanding as a moment of 
“loss of self’ rather than an indication of an “authentic self’ might be unnecessary. 
Certainly this thesis posits that moments of “loss of self’ take place within 
understanding and in fact sees these moments as moments of “discontinuity” where 
new understanding or knowledge subsumes the old. In this respect, whilst perhaps 
not overtly revealing the authentic self, it does enable the self to go through a 
transformation that becomes a dynamic process of unveiling the authentic self, aware 
or unaware. This, I would agree with Gadamer, is relevant to theological 
hermeneutics and has much to offer in terms of interpretation and meaning.
But it is also a form of memory. It is an intrinsic part of experience, and particularly 
experience of the sacred, and it is that vital factor, together with contemplation, that 
makes the experience meaningful to the experiencer and turns it into learning and 
knowledge. This takes place within the context of experience of the inner and the 
outer. Also, without this component, there can be no experiential learning as there 
can be no process. The stage of reflection is crucial. We see the intersection of the 
inner and outer experiences here. Where does the learning and the transformation 
come from -  is it primarily from experience -  but what experience exactly?
• of ‘seeing’ the object visibly?
• of ‘feeling’ it or ‘touching’ it?
• or is it experience of the reflection on the experience that makes it meaningful -  
without which the experience, or its learning, could be ‘lost’ or diminished.
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therefore is the ‘awareness-making’ of the experience the most crucial for learning 
to take place?
• or yet again, is it an ineffable experience? Even then awareness is required -  
awareness of the possibility of this type of experience, many examples of which 
have been given by William James (1902)
• or are we saying the experience, whether sensory or “wholly other” (Otto, 1923) 
must become an “object” (I would define this as ‘something one becomes 
conscious o f ) before experience becomes‘usable’?
• All of the above require scrutiny. We are talking about existential learning here. 
A very important question arises -  can the experience be mediated? Are we 
talking of primary and secondary experiences? Certainly religious experiences are 
primary but they can be brought about through secondary means as when those 
experiences are enabled, through preaching for example, or re-created through 
symbolic means such as architecture. Is this what happened to me at that young 
age? Is this experience of the mysterious age-related at all? Perhaps it is, 
however, I have had such experiences all my life and they still remain unresolved! 
Or perhaps it is knowledge-related.
There is, therefore, a need for awareness of this process of reflection for learning to 
take place and aid in the growth and development of the self and its spiritual faculties. 
This faculty of reflection leads to contemplation which leads to questioning, sporadic 
at first, but developing into constant and ongoing questioning. Everything is 
questioned and every encounter with an object of creation, however mundane and 
ordinary in one’s everyday life, becomes a form of questioning and reflection. As 
Gadamer says (1976:12), ‘the real power of hermeneutical consciousness is our ability 
to see what is questionable’ and it is imagination that has a natural ‘hermeneutical 
function and serves the sense for what is questionable’. Imagination is an important 
element in this thesis and its role is a much more significant one in our lives than 
might initially appear to be the case.
The mode of the whole human experience of the world that Gadamer calls 
hermeneutical is the continually repeated process throughout our familiar experience. 
As mentioned earlier in the thesis, there is already an internal frame of reference
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where basic relations are already organised, where interpretation has already taken 
place leading to the familiar, and it is into this that we bring a new experience and this 
is when the disjuncture occurs and the discontinuity in which the new is enveloped in 
the old, occurs. Now re-organisation has taken place to accommodate and integrate 
the new experience, much as happened to me at that young age, from when I began to 
become familiar with such experiences but which underwent constant reorganisation 
as I encountered newer and further such experiences. Therefore, it becomes clear that 
the familiar organisation of basic relations and of ‘old experiences’ enables the entry 
and inclusion of newer experiences within the context of a ‘safe’ inner environment. 
And this is how, as Gadamer (1976:12) also states, the claim to universality which is 
appropriate to hermeneutical consciousness must be understood. This can be 
particularly well understood within the context of language which allows us to 
articulate the indescribable and the seemingly ‘unknowable’ to an extent, and as 
Gadamer lucidly puts it, “never without the inner infinity of the dialogue that is in 
progress”. This is what constitutes the basic dimension of hermeneutics -  and which 
looks to the ‘beyond’ factor which lies at the core of this thesis -  to look beyond the 
obvious and to open up the taken-for-granted element of learning.
Therefore the sense of ‘wholly other’ can be awakened constantly and the process of 
learning can also become constant, adding to the store of knowledge which one 
carries in one’s memory on to the next experience. Could this in some way have 
happened to the six year old at the beginning of this thesis? Certainly the need to look 
beyond the obvious has not changed -  it has developed complex dimensions but not 
changed intrinsically.
This is not so difficult to catch within a painting -  a good artist is able to convey the 
interior message of their work to the audience. But it is also possible to catch the 
sonorous message from the recitation and the penning of calligraphy or the inner 
reverberations in an architectural feature or in music. More specifically, to my 
knowledge, this has been possible within Islamic architecture because of the inherent 
message that has been woven into it. But more personally and even more specifically, 
it goes back to my experience as a six-year-old as recounted in the first chapter of this 
thesis. Where did my response come from? Why did I respond as I did? Was this a 
dredging up of a memory -  although I was so young - or was this a case of 'tabula
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rasa’ (Otto, 1923), a blank slate, in which case where did such a profound experience 
emerge from and how did a six-year-old catch the ‘mystery’ ; also, how has it been 
sustained over the years to this point? Or was this a case of ‘recall’ as I mentioned 
earlier? I could only explore the experience as an adult yet the mystery remains. Are 
there sides to the self, or to the inner dimensions of self that are so deep within our 
beings where we hold vital knowledge about ourselves but which we cannot fully 
access immediately even during profound experiences? Perhaps these experiences 
which help us to unravel the mysteries that bring about learning of the self at an inner 
level lead to the ethic of responsibility and finally enable us to construct our meanings 
socially. If that is the case then the engagement of the total person needs to be part of 
this process, including ideas and feelings and the imagination, and especially the 
‘creative imagination’ (Ibn Arabi, 12* century philosopher, [Corbin, 1969]).
Feeling is an integral part of the self that is experiencing and cannot be separated from 
it, that is almost an impossibility on an experiencing plane because the self is a 
continuous, flowing self which experiences all of its totality. However, there are 
times when the total self is not fully present in the moment of experiencing and that is 
the time when we experience without awareness, pre-consciously, even immanently, 
almost as though the experience becomes internalised without conscious volition, 
without conscious thought. Missing out on this process of experiencing consciously 
or with awareness diminishes the immediate benefit of the rich learning that comes 
with such experiences. Admittedly, it is humanly impossible to experience everything 
consciously, if only because we would have ‘information overload’ in one way, 
information that was simply information, not knowledge. But there are many 
experiences which one can be more consciously aware of through which rich self- 
knowledge becomes possible.
Intuition, however, is a different mode of experience and one which is not a mental 
act, therefore is not thought, it is more than thought and more often than not is the 
recognisable source of the ‘flash of inspiration’ or the sudden and unprompted 
understanding that one has in various situations, and which is also one of the elements 
that is of the ‘spirit’. Merleau-Ponty (1965) sees this intuitive mode as instinctive 
rather than inspired by intelligence whilst Jarvis differentiates between inspired 
knowledge and revealed knowledge, preferring the idea of the former. Oakeshott
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(2001) states that intuition loses its independence from thought when connected to 
judgment and that simply because an experience is intuitive, does not mean that it is 
outside the world of thought. This is arguable as experience can be ‘immanent’, an 
experience that is felt, that appears to descend upon one, and simply feels as though it 
is there although no process appears to have taken place. These are flashes of insight 
and no process of thought and reflection on experience appears to have taken place 
although there might be reflection post-insight. This does not mean that the 
experience itself was accompanied by thought; we simply gain knowledge that is 
given where time is not the container which is normally experienced as the receptacle 
within which experience takes place. Knowledge and space are part of that 
experience and enable the experience to take place. Time, though, can become a 
different matter altogether depending upon the type of experience. If it is experience 
of the ‘sacred’ or a sense of sacredness is experienced, then the relativity and 
temporality of time recedes and time loses its boundary.
2.7 Time, Space and Knowledge
Time, as well as space and knowledge, are some of the most basic facets of human 
experience and constitute our world as we know it. They are the anchors of our being 
as it manifests in this world. Space enables the world of objects to appear whilst time 
makes possible the sequence of events and brings order to our lives, and knowledge, 
through memory and recall, gives meaning and significance to whatever appears or 
unfolds. We make a connection here with what was brought up in the Introduction 
about transcending the sensory in extraordinary experiences and the fact that memory 
can transcend both space and time, corroborates this. Space, although seemingly 
homogenous, is filled with appearance and is therefore not static. It is filled with 
movement and creative energy and a limitless capacity for exhibiting a constantly 
changing dynamic presence that also incorporates the past and therefore the future 
too. The seeming homogeneity of space can, however, supersede the phenomena. It is 
this complexity within space that allows the unfolding of the inner world of the 
experiencer.
Experience always appears to take place in time and seems to involve happenings in 
time as we know it. This therefore raises the most profound of issues concerning
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human consciousness and our awareness of other entities. What essentially happens 
is that time which is an object in and of experience, includes little pockets of temporal 
parts much like a mini-jigsaw puzzle that fits into the larger puzzle. For it to make 
sense to human consciousness and for awareness of anything that happens within this 
‘object’ of time, the relevant temporal parts of what is experienced must unify into 
one experience, that is, become a set of parts of one whole. The ability of human 
consciousness to undertake such unification practically on an ongoing basis, 
considering life itself is constituted of one long series of experiences (without even 
delving below the surface with regard to different experiences and levels of 
experiences) is a stupendous feat in itself. If, for a moment, one were to see this as an 
image -  what would it be like? Perhaps a pattern or a mosaic of experiences that 
outwardly appears as one experience; however, in ‘nanoseconds’ or less, those little 
temporal parts of time join together as each micro-experience binds on to the next 
within the cycle of the present experience to make it into a discernible and identifiable 
experience.
But we all live in the flow of time, Bergson’s (1913 [2001:105]) durée, however, 
occasionally, time gets interrupted and at this point there is awareness that it can no 
longer be taken for granted that we live in the flow of time. I have explained my 
experience of the mysterious and how over time, this ‘mystery’ began to mean 
‘sacred’ to me, having survived years of acculturation and having had other 
experiences which constituted experience of the mystery in different ways. These 
experiences were encounters with happenings, events and places that were 
inexplicable but which continued to live with me as a big question mark and which 
simply continued to prod me on to the present search for understanding. Over the 
years, these episodic moments of what Jarvis (1992) calls ‘disjuncture’ and which 
Bachelard (1954) calls ‘discontinuity’ became stored as moments for future learning. 
This therefore left me open to other learning situations and quite naturally, I began to 
place an interpretation upon those experiences. Taken together, a pattern began to 
emerge in which the ‘immaterial’ or an experiencing of the transcendental was always 
a part of each experience, when the spirit encountered ‘something else’.
Bergson (2001:105) talks about the passage of time in terms of the rhythmic 
organisation of the whole, like the notes of a pendulum chiming the hour rather than
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each note in isolation, showing the quality as the quantity exhibited rather than the 
quantity as quantity that gives us an image of e.g., a minute’s passing; it is seeing it 
as a continuous progression, retaining the ‘recollection of the preceding oscillation 
together with the image of the present oscillation’ that allows one to form the 
understanding of the passing of the minute, giving one a ‘continuous or qualitative 
multiplicity with no resemblance to number’. According to Bergson, pure duration 
can thus be recognised in this way by getting rid of a homogenous medium or a 
measurable quantity ‘whenever it refrains from representing duration symbolically’; 
the way in which the experience of architecture is useful in reminding us of the 
quality through the quantity of representation is in how it enables us to feel the quality 
by recreating the experiencing situation so that the symbol it represents is of the 
‘experiencing context’ rather than the experience itself. It becomes an enabler in 
offering to the experiencer once again the flow of 'durée’(Bergson:2001).
‘Pure duration is the form which the succession of our conscious states assumes when 
our ego lets itself live, when it refrains from separating its present state from its 
former states’ (Bergson, 2001:100-128). Past and present states are formed into an 
organic whole (like recalling the notes of a tune, ‘melting’ one into the other rather 
than following each other quantitatively). This happens much as the totality that 
happens to a human being in his experiences whose different parts of being, or selves, 
although distinct and identifiable, are permeable so that they are closely connected 
and form one organic whole. A gestalt orientation which happens between outer and 
inner lives as well as within each - each part affecting the whole and the whole 
experience also affecting each part -  bringing about transformation and change, and 
learning takes place which has been enabled by the fact of the experience, an 
important point the thesis is making throughout the research. This enables us to leam 
from the space that is forming for we perceive each experience as taking place in 
space, whether inner or outer space. We therefore give it the rhythm of succession by 
externalising it and creating breaks in the homogeneity of space by creating 
distinctions and labelling, giving each element of change in perceiving, seeing, 
thinking, feeling, a label and a name which lifts it from the continuous cycle of 
experiencing into an episodic manner of experience and recall -  giving it simultaneity 
(before and after), a follow-on that comes after each other rather than through or ‘o f 
one another.
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If we make time ‘a homogenous medium in which conscious states unfold 
themselves, we take it to be given all at once, which amounts to saying that we 
abstract it from duration, thus ‘unwittingly falling back upon space, and really giving 
up time’. (Bergson, 2001:98). Very importantly, Bergson says and as this thesis also 
professes, ‘states of consciousness, even when successive, permeate one another, and 
in the simplest of them, the whole soul can be reflected’ (my emphasis) and as soon as 
we try to measure thne, we replace it by space. And hence inner duration, perceived 
by consciousness, is actually the melting of states of consciousness into one another, 
culminating in the gradual growth of the self. This is the moment when the 
unconscious becomes the conscious, allowing us to identify the learning and to reflect 
upon it, a key point in the rationale of the thesis.
When we watch the hand move on the clock, in reality there is nothing of the past 
moment left in space, what we are doing is counting ‘simultaneities’ which is very 
different -  within ourselves, a ‘process of organisation or interpenetration of 
conscious states is going on, which constitutes true duration’. This happens because I 
have endured in this way, my conscious states have taken note, whether I am aware or 
not, and therefore learning, aware or not, has occurred. My experiences of such 
moments have endured and been recorded in much the same manner and changed into 
the sacred with each occurrence of yet another experience of the mysterious. I 
therefore observe the past experience as well as the present one at the same time. 
There is a succession but also a simultaneity and there does not have to be an 
either/or. What happens when the ego withdraws from these successive experiences 
of the external? Within itself, its internal succession goes on without mutual 
externality; outside the ego, ‘in pure space, mutual externality without succession’ 
Bergson, 2001:108-112). Succession can only occur with the ego in residence, 
keeping tabs and setting in motion the simultaneity of experiences (or symbols).
Bergson specifies that space, however, is only made up of parts of space and therefore 
we only get a position - how does consciousness retain awareness of this succession 
of positions? It does this by synthesising qualitatively, a ‘gradual organisation of our 
successive sensations, a unity resembling that of a phase in a melody’. There is a 
possibility of dividing an object but not an act. We are dealing here with the concept
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of ‘progress’ not ‘object’, motion and mobility, that which traverses and that which is 
traversed. An apt example would be the process of transcending -  when 
consciousness attempts to cross over the abyss or the Void, the crossing over and the 
crossed become part of the same act. Similarly, words express the sensations we feel 
yet, the moment they are uttered, turn against the sensation that gave birth to them 
because they ‘cover over the delicate and fugitive impressions of our individual 
consciousness’ (Bergson, 2001:132). As soon as a name or label is applied, the words 
stop truly and purely representing the sensation, making it into a neat, impersonal 
package rather than the confused, ‘all-over-the-place’ element that true sensations and 
feelings inherently embody. That is why each happening, once experienced, is not 
enough, not satisfying for long, and we continue to search for a higher experience. 
Colour borrowed from its surroundings is true and is then changed into a colourless, 
impersonal name ‘as soon as we distinguish a numerical multiplicity in their confused 
mass’. It is not difficult to imagine the feeling itself as a being which lives and 
develops and is constantly changing; otherwise how could it lead us to form a 
resolution? Our resolution would be immediately taken. But it lives because the 
duration in which it develops is a duration whose moments permeate one another -  by 
separating these moments one from the other, we have caused this feeling to lose its 
life and its colour’ -  we are therefore standing before ‘our own shadow’.
No doubt as soon as an experience occurs, an almost blindingly rapid set of events 
probably takes place of which one is not even aware and in this, the sensory may be 
engaged as well as the spiritual and the intellectual, and therefore the emotions, 
culminating in a possibly cognitive form outwardly and perhaps leaving the spirit or 
the heart in a different or transformed state and the body in a changed state. There 
might be a physical change in the colour of the skin or in the dilation of the eyes or in 
the sense of transparency of the skin which can arise out of a heightened sense of 
awareness. This happens much as the totality that happens to a human being in his 
experiences whose different parts of being, or selves, although distinct and 
identifiable, are permeable so that they are closely connected and form one organic 
whole.
Experience is situated in space and time, both of which are important elements in the 
consideration of the experience of the sacred as they raise profound questions
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including whether our lives as we know them really do take place in time and space. 
Once again, the key question rears its head -  we experience the mystery of the 
unknown and ask ourselves the question 'how do we learn the seemingly 
‘unknowable’l  We therefore turn to what might be the next closest thing we know -  
the ‘sacred’ which is imbued with this mystery also but which we know through 
experience is something for which we can construct initial meanings. I did. But we 
have to make a choice to take this step towards deeper learning. For this, we are 
required to engage with the concepts of free will, morality, responsibility and personal 
identity and therefore with Schopenhaeuer (‘Will’ as the domain of affective self­
experience, 1999:23) as well as Iris Murdoch (1997, for whom morals and love went 
hand in hand and was succinctly expressed in art). We look at ethics and morality in 
the next chapter on learning.
Whilst conscious experiences of life in the empirical sense take place within the 
physical and psychological context, metaphysical and epistemological concepts must 
work with these happenings and make sense of the temporal nature of these events. 
This becomes clear later in the thesis when we look at the case study and the 
experiences of respondents. Perhaps in the end we respond to these experiences 
because we leam to just ‘be’ and the very fact that there is a being means that there 
are experiences. Heidegger questioned what it was for something to be and questioned 
the role of Time within this scheme of things. For Heidegger, the concept of dasein - 
being present in the world - was the primary metaphysical notion and like him, 
although not of the exact same doctrinal view, Nasir Khusraw (Morewedge in Hunzai, 
1998) gave time priority of place in his ontology. Khusraw did not think of time as a 
self-existent entity or a substance because ‘real’ time is timeless, so to speak, it has no 
beginning or end and once it has passed, it has no existence, it becomes a ‘no-thing’. 
According to Morewedge (1998:16), therefore “the question of ‘whether or not God is 
created in time’ implies a categorical mistake as time is a constituent of other entities 
and not an independent entity”. It seems as though this debate has been re-opened by 
some philosophers.
Khusraw’s sense of time is reminiscent of Kant’s phenomenological view of 
transcendental idealism. Khusraw sees time as a phenomenological feature of the 
conceptual imagination and places sensible objects in time but abstracts such features
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as quality and relations as ‘not in time’. He does not identify time with the essence of 
an entity because that would give it a sensible form; he relates the essence of the 
entity more to its nature. Sadr al-Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra in Hunzai, 1998:16) is the 
other Muslim philosopher who also prioritises time in his ontology. For Mulla Sadra, 
“time is not a self-independent entity but a necessary constituent of other existents”, 
that is, time cannot exist by itself, it requires other objects to give life to time so as to 
bring about their temporality and their existence. An interesting question arises out of 
this: is time something that we create or is it an object that enables us to create 
meaning by giving it structure and parameters or does it exist to give meaning to 
experiences and, in conjunction with space, allow for temporality to acquire meaning? 
We know that Berger’s (1969) flow or duration is not time. Just as Otto’s idea of the 
‘wholly other’ and Berger’s and Luckmann’s views add depth to this thesis, it would 
not only be useful but necessary, to bring in Khusraw and Jellaludin Rumi, amongst 
others, into the argument at a later stage to add further dimensions to these concepts 
just as exploring Levinas’s (1961) distinction between the concepts of ‘totality’ and 
‘infinity’ have been necessary.
Alfred Schütz (1962, in Berger, 1969:15) asks what the questioning of time, space and 
knowledge on the ordinary level bring about so that we leam about the many facets of 
experience. What knowledge does it stimulate? What happens when we do not 
question? Knowledge can reveal itself through inquiry of how our perceptions 
interact with what is perceived. As I explored these questions, the value of inquiry 
and a strategy for putting it into practice emerged and by taking the perspective of 
learning, which implicitly is an objective beyond the immediate needs of the self, the 
central theme of the sacred has emerged as being at the heart of learning through 
experience of the unknown.
According to Mulla Sadra (Morewedge in Hunzai, 1998) knowledge is not an entity 
as such (something which knows something); it is simply the presence of reality as 
'knowingness' which is probably the human being’s most central capacity - the 
capacity to appreciate the constant renewal and fullness of the interplay of space and 
time and the inner learning that is derived from that interplay. Knowledge is not 
separate from existence and the essence of the knower; it is a part of one’s existence, 
there as latent knowing which surfaces in our experiences through intuition, emotion
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and understanding. That is why our existence attains increasing purity or refinement 
gradually as our knowledge and perceptions increase and the existential level 
upgrades, like a building which takes form through the laying of its bricks, the 
cementing, the proportions, and then the construction of the second storey upon the 
first so that gradually the building grows and becomes complete. Therefore, 
knowledge and awareness become primary, and not secondary experiences.
The power of knowledge is freely available and is so much more fundamental to our 
being, as Foucault would say, than the specifics of what is known - it is a kind of 
inner truth accessible in all experience. Thought, perception, feeling - all the acts of 
conventional knowing that establish the seeming groundedne.s5 of what appears - 
express this dynamic creativity. When consciousness attributes shape, character, and 
meaning to what has appeared this too is knowledge in action. Fluid ongoingness 
gives rise to experience and though we cannot name or think or label this it is nothing 
other than our immediate presence. As Morewedge (1998:18) says, for Khusraw, 
there are two types of knowledge, the macro theoretical one and the practical one 
which is the implementation of that knowledge received through the archetypal 
expression of religious laws enabling a hermeneutic return to the Intellect that is our 
primordial origin. “Knowledge allows us to transform our ethical being from 
animality to angelicity. Faith is the psychic state between fear and hope [Otto’s 
'mysterium tremendum’ and ‘daemonic dread’?] but the actual saviour is knowledge”. 
Otto states (1923:62) within the context of exploring numinous awe in art that “the 
mind has recourse for mode of expression first to the fearful and dreadful, though this 
is at the same time permeated with that element of ‘the grand’” which he sees as 
synonymous with the sublime and of the higher levels of experience.
2.8 Conclusion: Can I explain Experience of the Unknown?
The above, whilst arguing the case for understanding the nature and meaning of 
experience, also describes the kind of thinking and the search for ‘more than meets 
the eye’ by philosophers who were open to allowing their own ideas to roam and meet 
other ideas so as to gain fuller insight into the complex and fascinating question of 
how we understand experiences. We looked at the concept of experience and came to 
a working definition of it as: 'an almost blindingly rapid sequence o f acculturated
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happenings simultaneously involving the mind, body and spirit through which the 
fluid interconnectivity of permeable conscious and unconscious states reveals 
intuitive and latent interpretations’. We unpacked the concept to look at the 
intersection of inner and outer experiences; looked at the concept of meaning within 
the context of experience; and continue to do this through the following chapters and 
the chapter on construction of meaning later in the thesis. This brought us to the way 
in which we experience, through hermeneutics and reflection and finally to a working 
definition of experience.
At the end of this chapter, we are left with the question: can methodological 
agnosticism provide me with answers to my questions? I still cannot explain the 
unknown. I leamt to interpret my experiences from within my faith community. As 
an academic, I am asking that when I interpret these experiences, do they point me 
beyond myself - without giving me an answer? We therefore need to follow up the 
question: is it just experience and we take things for granted, with: did I  make 
meaning through my experience? I think I did and young as I was, a modicum of 
learning affected my outlook and my ontological approach which was that there was 
always something beyond the obvious. What then is this ‘something beyond the 
obvious’? What type of learning took place, and how?
Following on from exploration of the process of experiencing as well as the nature of 
inner and outer experience, we move on to examine the concept of learning within the 
context of experience and how the intrapersonal dimension of the self plays a role in 
how we do this. It has been important to understand the relationship between 
meaning and experience so as to understand the role of interpretation and how we 
experience the unknown. But the mystery still remains inexplicable.
To address the question of how we explain and therefore leam the unknown, we turn 
our attention to experiential learning to contextualise the connection between 
experience, interpretation, meaning and learning. At this point we find that other 
questions arise organically out of the argument: I f  I  have an experience but I  am not 
taught, how do I leam? What happens to this learning? Jerome Bruner asserts that 
“learning is an active process in which students constmct new ideas or concepts based 
on their current knowledge” and that “learners are encouraged to discover facts and
©Naznin Hirji 2007 67
relationships for themselves” (Bruner, 2004). The ‘current knowledge’ as interpreted 
for the purposes of this thesis, is the knowledge to date, both aware and unaware, that 
is carried by the learner and brought as history to each encounter, whether with 
human being or object. The discovery of facts and relationships pertains to the 
curiosity that learners are bom with, an element that is present within human beings 
even if the desire to know is at it lowest level. Indeed, there are various forms of 
curiosity and whilst extemally-directed curiosity is explored, the focus is on 
understanding inwardly-directed curiosity, something that is often termed self- 
reflection and is the essence of hermeneutics.
Most essentially, maybe, the question is -  how do we leam the seemingly 
‘unknowable’?
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3 Chapter III Nature and Meaning of Learning Part I: 
Experiential Learning________________
Exploration of the nature and meaning of experience has given rise to further 
questions. We understand the relationship between meaning and experience, 
however, that still cannot explain the mystery. We are left with some pointers, all of 
which still direct me to the unknown. One of the pointers tells me: what I know I 
know - 1 am a member of a faith community that gave me culture and theology which 
enabled me to put a structure around my primary experience at six years of age, thus 
enabling me to articulate the fact of the experience. I could not, however, explain the 
experience. Another pointer tells me: what I think I know - 1 had an experience of the 
unknown and the ineffable that I subsequently interpreted as ‘sacred’ and gave it 
meaning. I categorized all my subsequent profound and extraordinary, non-rational 
experiences as ‘sacred’ and gave it the working definition of 'not just a component of 
religion but as an active participant in the human being’s and society’s ongoing 
construction in terms of learning and finding meaning’ (Chapter 1) meaning the 
unknown, the ineffable, which I use in the thesis until I can give it meaning 
comprehensively and definitively; yet another pointer tells me: what I don’t know I 
know - did I access learning or meaning that was an inspiration from beyond my own 
being? If the sacred is at the heart of learning, is there a way I can access this latent 
learning to make it work for me cognitively? As indicated in Chapter 1, the tacit 
interpretative framework is already present within the self and immediately attaches 
itself to the experience encountered thereby culminating in some form of learning. 
This is the culture into which the self emerges and it is through experience, and 
therefore learning, that we grow and develop. We explore the concept of learning in 
this and the following chapter.
3.1 Forms of Learning
Therefore, what is ‘learning’? I would like to reiterate the working definition of the 
type of learning that we are investigating here: the ongoing, un-walled and ‘life- 
force’ type of learning that is a latent form of learning which is defined as: an intuitive 
and revelatory understanding of any given experience or situation in the moment of 
happening, unveiling a new layer of hidden and elemental meaning and encompassing
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previous knowledge. ' This is the working definition of learning that will broadly 
contextualize this aspect of the argument although I also agree with and apply aspects 
of the definitions given to existential, experiential and transformative learning in this 
and the following chapter. As I have given a sacred interpretation to learning, in a 
sense, the question is almost about the nature of rationality itself.
The person-in-the-world is also a person that is constantly developing, and learning 
enters in quite decisively as soon as the element of transformation presents itself and 
therefore the context of experience and learning, within the framework of the thesis, 
begs the question 'what does it mean to he human?' which is another way of asking 
'can we learn the sacred?'. If one accepts the premise (Luckmann, 1967:69) that the 
human organism does transcend its biological nature and that this transcendence leads 
to the realisation of human potential which gives rise to a phenomenological 
consciousness, then from our individual cultures, we learn about ethics and morality 
which play a part in our formation as intellectual human beings and influence how we 
leam. We now turn our attention to experiential learning to contextualise the 
connection between experience, interpretation, meaning and learning.
We find that a key question arises organically out of the argument: If I have an 
experience but I am not taught, how do I leam? How do we understand experience of 
the ineffable as experiential and transformative learning? It would not have been 
difficult to review the classical learning theories of Dewey, Lewin and Bond, amongst 
others, but that is not the primary focus of this thesis and much has already been said 
about them. I do, however, refer to aspects of Jarvis’ transformative learning model 
(Jarvis and Hirji, 2006) in this chapter to contextualise the process. The focus was on 
my experience and the questions that arose out of that experience, whilst remaining 
aware of the theories on learning that have been put forward. So much of our 
experience is ‘normal’ that we take it for granted, so why then did I not take that 
particular experience for granted? Was it my very young age of six years? Did I even 
know what ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’ meant at that age? Was it something to do with 
memory? Was it the mystery and the awe of the experience that kept it in the 
forefront of the mind? How can it be memorised? Did the process of reflection and 
contemplation enable the transformation?
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To even begin to address these questions, it is necessary to question what experiential 
learning is, and in this chapter we approach this question from the departure point of 
interpretation and ‘giving meaning to’ and therefore challenging traditional thinking 
and patterns of consciousness to find a synthesis that formulates some kind of 
response to the question 'can we learn the sacred'. A key point to emerge here was 
whether we could incorporate these experiences and the meanings we give them into 
our taken-for-grantedne55. The ‘life-force’ has been seen as a state of being by 
scholars in other contexts and here we bring it in as a central dimension to learning 
The experiential, the existential and the transformative all play a part in this learning 
and we explore this in some detail later in the chapter.
The relation between meaning and experience requires an understanding of the 
concept of learning. The important point in this dimension of learning that is being 
introduced in the thesis is that the tacit interpretation that takes place in the inner 
being in the moment of experience has much to offer in the way of learning that can be 
made more transparent and used to enrich our lifeworlds. As Walter Pater said in the 
1870s, our physical life is a constant motion of those natural elements which science 
reduces to simpler and more elementary forces but the actions of which extend far 
beyond us into the environment. He even sees the human face and form as an image, 
a ‘design in a web’ (Stromberg, 1968:228) the actual fibres of which pass beyond it 
and are renewed from moment to moment. So is the case with learning. It originates 
far beyond what is obvious and to acquire an understanding of this, it is necessary also 
to go beyond the preconceived notion of how we leam.
And therefore, in revisiting the traditional notion of how we leam, we focus on the 
existential and experiential forms of learning. In this and the next chapter, we look at 
teaming from the ‘inner being’ angle -  this includes exploration of elements of 
consciousness and unconsciousness, contemplation, hermeneutical reflection and 
memorisation, amongst others. The above elements are familiar ones to anyone who 
has studied the concept of experience, however there is a great deal that remains 
untapped and much more to it than meets the eye. This is the very notion that 
underpins this thesis, in fact, what has been the drive behind this effort -  to see 
beyond the obvious, to unpack the ‘taken-for-grantedne^^’, to uncover the ‘more than 
meets the eye’ and to see with the ‘inner eye’ so as to bring this way of seeing things
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to active awareness. Whilst I considered having a section on ‘awareness’, in fact I 
included one in the early stages, yet the whole of this thesis may be considered as 
aspects of ‘bringing to awareness’. What might at first appear to be ‘going off at a 
tangent’ (because we are perhaps used to seeing a particular concept discussed in a 
certain context) later falls into place as we move through Part I of the thesis from the 
concept of experience to learning to meaning and finally to the sacred. If we can keep 
these links in mind as we move through the thesis, a thread of anticipation will keep 
the links connected and each step, within which new connections are made, will 
remain exciting. It is crucial to remain open to seeing the familiar in a new light, that 
is the concept of learning, and to see the extraordinary as ordinary, that is the sacred.
The way in which we examine this is firstly through the lens of experiential and 
transformative learning and its constituent elements as proposed by this thesis and 
secondly, through ‘the nature and meaning of learning’ which includes examining 
learning as consisting both of constructing meaning and constructing systems of 
meaning and a subsequent chapter on the theoretical and methodological orientation 
of this thesis. We see that we are products of the culture we live in and the meanings 
we give our experiences are in the first instance coloured by that culture which has 
also influenced our inner, individual culture significantly to a certain point. We look 
at the person existentially through how he formulates his personal constructs and 
move on to existential learning and its connection with symbolism which is seen as 
playing a crucial role in how we leam the about unknown.
Having arrived at a working definition of experience as 'an almost blindingly rapid 
sequence o f happenings simultaneously involving the mind, body and spirit through 
which the fluid interconnectivity of permeable conscious and unconscious states 
reveals intuitive and latent interpretations', we now look at this intersection where 
tacit interpretation takes place and where the breaks occur and are the moments when 
this teaming takes place. We look at the concept of experiential teaming which 
provides a context for analysing concepts such as knowledge, experience and 
communication upon which the key concept of the sacred can be established. This 
thesis sees experiential teaming as arising out of existential teaming, or to put it 
another way, existential teaming can be understood when it is translated into the form 
of experiential teaming much as the soul is manifested through the body, thus
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providing externalisation. We look at how we construct meaning of the experience of 
the ‘sacred’ and how this impacts upon latent (implicit or hidden) learning. The focus 
is more on the idea of experiential learning - the primary concern is to highlight 
aspects of the inner self and the processes that we go through when latent learning 
takes place.
Polanyi (1958:74) defines latent learning not as something that occurs “by a particular 
act of contriving or observing, but by achieving a true understanding of a situation 
which had been open to inspection almost entirely from the start”. It is a definition of 
latent learning which also encompasses part of the meaning I give this concept. 
However, my own definition differs from Polanyi’s in two ways. He sees it as 
becoming a purely problem-solving skill whereby this ‘old’ knowledge enables a 
quick assessment of the situation and therefore a speedy resolution. I use the term 
‘latent learning’ within a slightly different context and in a deeper, more fundamental 
manner. Certainly it is an insight and an interpretation but it does not reduce 
exploration to a minimum or shift the subsequent task to the process of inference as 
Polanyi says. In fact, it is this very point of inference that the tacit interpretation 
originally made now takes on another layer of meaning, thus bringing to the fore one 
of what, I would posit, is the key dimensions of interpretation -  imagination and 
therefore, further exploration and unfolding rather than rigid or static meaning.
So whilst Polanyi (1958:75) does see latent learning as akin to Piaget’s description of 
a child’s development of its intelligence, he prefers to see this as an “increased mental 
discipline achieved by establishing a fixed interpretative framework of growing 
complexity” whilst Jarvis (1992) relates it to ‘pre-conscious’ learning. Both Piaget 
and Polanyi agree that an inference guided by such a fixed framework can always be 
traced back to its premises, which according to Piaget, is a feature of disciplined 
thought. Both have a resonance with the definition given to latent learning in this 
thesis but their meanings diverge in terms of the origin of such latent learning as the 
thesis extends the meaning of latent to mean not just tacit as in offering a previous 
understanding to a new situation, but also a meaning that lies hidden until it emerges 
from its ‘inspired’, buried state, with the potential to surface when ‘awakened’ and for 
the meaning to continue to unfold. This is the second, and very important, difference 
in our understanding and definition of latent learning.
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Whilst Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) base their work within similar categories of 
knowledge to Polanyi, they still only delve up to the level of tacit knowledge and do 
not take it to the farthest stage. Whilst the categorisation of their four modes of 
knowledge creation into: “socialisation (from tacit knowledge to tacit knowledge), 
combination (from explicit knowledge to explicit knowledge), internalisation (from 
explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge) and externalisation (from tacit knowledge to 
explicit knowledge)” is undeniably useful and clear, it is the final stage of learning 
and knowledge that this thesis has sought to complete -  that of latent learning that 
incorporates tacit interpretation as well as intuitive, inspired knowledge.
We also contextualise the concept of learning quite significantly within the non- 
reflective and reflective types of learning -  Jarvis talks of these types of learning in 
his book on Paradoxes of Learning (1992). What Jarvis has to say about types of 
experience is significant. As secondary experience is cognitive, theology which we 
leam from our faith communities is also secondary, however, experience and learning 
are primary experiences and therefore sensory, and the thesis posits, also emotional. 
If I have the experience but I am not taught, how do I leam? Through reflection -  
which is itself a form of experience and in this case a pivotal one - on what has 
happened; my learning is therefore in many cases, reflexive and after the event and 
often remains tacit. It can, however, still be carried over to the next event.
We look further at the concept of latent (hidden) learning by examining the concepts 
of consciousness, contemplation, hermeneutical reflection and memorisation as well 
as meaning as these are inner activities and are intrinsically tied up with the research 
question of teaming the sacred. How is the teaming accessed? What is the context of 
this teaming and how do we encounter it? These concepts are explored much more 
broadly and as intrinsic human qualities that enable transformation as lived 
experienced rather than simply as cut and dried objective themes. It becomes possible 
for our understanding of these themes to be progressively enabled as we move 
through the process and particularly in Parts II and III of the thesis.
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3.2 Insight and Learning from my own Experience
Analysing my own lived experience, we see that it was within the context of these 
inner, intrinsic qualities, which is what remained with the six-year-old in all its 
complexity, that it can be explained to have had such a profound effect on the child.
I realised, with increasing clarity and certainty, that we participate in the creation of 
the form and substance of sacredness that we encounter. It may not be possible for us 
to give meaning to experience until we know language and therefore culture, but 
perhaps there is a non-verbal way in which human beings can also make sense- 
connections? It is not something we simply encounter in an object per se and even if 
it is present in potential, we do not respond to it simply through the visual sense -  it is 
necessary to desire the encounter even if subconsciously, to be in an inner state of 
ongoing preparedness to meet it, so as to subsequently draw that inner preparedness 
into an outer awareness of the object whatever its form, which then has an increased 
potential for enriching experiences. There is no requirement for advance knowledge 
of a specific meeting or encounter with such an object -  the requirement simply 
enjoins that state of being where we are ‘expecting’ to make such an encounter, so 
that we are able to make that connection seemingly unprepared. But what actually 
happens is that we are prepared in a pre-conscious manner, but not in a pre-meditated 
manner. We are prepared because we have leamt to be open.
Perhaps this is what happens when we experience a physical setting, such as a 
building, on an internal level? It is quite possible that the architectural features, the 
inscriptions and other elements in Islamic buildings were imbued with elements of 
energy by their craftsmen who wished these elements not only to reflect their own 
visions and feelings of sacredness, for example, in the case of the Taj Mahal, but also 
to reflect fundamental truths so that their art took on, not a personalised form, but a 
universal one. On the other hand, perhaps that is in itself testimony to the power of 
the ineffable. It is important to keep in mind that this is a discussion on experiential 
learning. In other places also, like the Ismaili Centre in London, many have 
experienced this sense of sacredness. Maybe because the ‘ambience’ is a welcoming 
one, maybe because the building itself has been given a voice through its features so 
that it almost ‘speaks’ to the observer. We shall see in Part III how the form and
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function of buildings play a part in offering up experiences of the ineffable. When we 
work on an inner level with the external world in remaining open, in not demanding 
the subjugation of time, space and other such entities as our superficial servants, 
paradoxically we allow those self-same entities to work for us and make it possible 
for us to hear the vibrations of what is in the air.
But even as I began to identify certain aspects of the experience that kept recurring 
with each new experience, aspects such as wonder and awe, I was still unable to 
understand the totality of the experience itself and how or why I was feeling as I was, 
what had initiated this experience and what was the meaning of my interaction with it. 
I began to comprehend that it was not simply a question of understanding it 
cognitively - hence my critique of Oakeshott (1966) in the previous chapter -it was 
important for me to understand in a different way, a much more in-depth way because 
at some deep level (like the six-year-old) I knew this was something sufficiently 
fundamental that it had to be one of the key reference points, possibly even the key 
one, which gave my individual self its identity. With each question I realised I 
needed to see the different dimensions of the self interacting. I therefore looked at the 
three key dimensions of the human being that come into play when encountering any 
experience and those are the mind, the body and the spirit. The question that arose 
here was: are we aware that we use or need to use all three dimensions to understand 
an experience as fully as possible? Do we tend to use all three generally? Also, are 
we aware that we need to go even beyond this to fully grasp our experiences?
Parker J. Palmer (2003, online) says, Tt was a depression partly due to my schooling, 
partly due to the way I was formed in the educational systems of this country to live 
out of the top inch and a half of the human self, to live only with cognitive rationality 
and with the powers of the intellect, out of touch with anything that lay below that top 
inch and a half: body, intuition, feeling, emotion, relationship.’
In the novel by T.H. White, The Once and Future King, there is a passage in which 
the young Arthur, king-to-be, in his depression, seeks counsel from Merlin, the 
magician, who was his mentor. Speaking to the young Arthur, Merlin says, “:The best 
thing for being sad is to leam something. That is the only thing that never fails. You 
may grow old and trembling in your anatomies. You may lie awake at night listening
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to the disorder of your veins There is only one thing for it, then: To leam. Leam
why the world wags and what wags it. That is the only thing which the mind can 
never exhaust, never alienate, never be tortured by, never fear or distmst, and never 
dream of regretting. Teaming is the thing for you”. A kind of ‘all will be revealed’ 
promise if one takes note of the transformative, the rejuvenation, that learning can 
bring. But not just learning mentally, leaming that is gleaned, not through the 
obvious senses but through the heart or the soul or through a ‘consciousness beyond 
consciousness’ (Hirji, 2001), a consciousness of which the spirit is aware but the mind 
is not, in the first instance. This is the manner of leaming that the thesis proposes is 
possible. The mystery that I encountered through my experience and subsequent 
experiences which I began to call the ‘sacred’, presented itself in my memory as a 
fusion of the subject with the object initially and then a transcendence of the fusion 
that resulted in the experience of transformation, whether conscious or unconscious. 
This again brings up the question, what therefore is leaming?
Leaming -  and education - at its best is not just about information. It is about 
knowledge and renewal. It is about empowerment, freedom and transcendence. It is 
about reclaiming the vitality and wholeness of life. Reclaiming one’s power which 
can be temporarily lost enables one to live life more fiilly, not live just the ‘top two 
and a half percent’ of it, but maybe five percent or ten percent, maybe even fifty or 
seventy percent of it! And it is through opening up awareness and being attentive to 
the inner dimension that we allow ourselves to grow into more complete human 
beings. Like Parker Palmer (2003, online), to use his example of Merlin, the 
magician, /  believe that he understood the sacredness at the heart of all things; he 
understood that for human beings leaming is as natural a part of that sacredness as 
is breathing. The thesis aims to also open up an exploration of what it might mean to 
reclaim the sacred at the heart of knowing, and therefore, leaming.
3.3 Elements of Experiential Learning
The model of leaming that is the most appropriate within which to contextualize such 
experiences, if we were to put a stmcture around them, is that of Jarvis’s Experiential 
and Transformative Leaming -  itself within the context of hermeneutical reflection - 
which means acquiring knowledge through direct experience, a concept tailor-made
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for leaming the sacred which can only take place through direct experience, that is 
without intermediaries, and is received internally in most cases. Peter Jarvis (1992) 
defines human leaming as ‘the combination of processes whereby the whole person -  
body (genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitude, values, 
emotions, beliefs and senses) -  experiences a social situation, the perceived content of 
which is then transformed cognitively, emotionally or practically (or through any 
combination) and integrated into the person’s individual biography resulting in a 
changed (or more experienced) person’. See Fig.l below
Time
Practices the 
Resolution(4)
Has Sensation/ 
Disjuncture(2)
The changed 
person takes 
life-world for 
granted (5)
Gives meaning to 
sensation/resolves 
disjuncture (3)
The person takes 
life-world for 
granted (1)
Figure 1. The Transformation of Sensations: Initial and Non~Reflective Learning
Jarvis’s Fig. 1 (also Appendix II) showing the path of the ‘changed’ person is one that 
sits well with this thesis because that is the basis upon which I gave my experiences 
the cultural interpretation of the ‘sacred’. The subsequent experiences that followed 
the first six-year old experience took on this meaning as I began to categorise it more, 
influenced by my faith community and the theology that it opened up for me as my 
secondary experience. Over the last 20 years I have related that kind of change and 
transformation to the metaphor of the onion as I saw each of my experiences peel 
back yet another layer of meaning whilst the core of the experience remained 
constant. Carrying this metaphor as I did, for several years, was the impetus towards 
this joumey of searching for meaning and whether it was possible to leam what I have 
grown to call the ‘sacred’. As the model shows, the changed persons take the
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lifeworld for granted, they have sensory experiences and moments of disjuncture 
which Jarvis describes as a moment of ‘disharmony’. They give meaning to this 
moment and move on to act upon that meaning and spiral back into the changed 
persons who take their lifeworlds for granted again. The question is: can we
incorporate this taken-for-grantedness into our leaming so that we can address what 
happens in our extra-ordinary moments in a more aware and conscious manner? We 
hold this question in our minds as we move through the thesis.
Concrete Experiencer
/
Reflective ObserverActive Experimenter
Abstract Conceptualiser
Kolb’s Experiential Leaming Cycle
David Kolb (1984, cf. Mak, 1992:51) describes experiential leaming as a way 
‘whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’. His model 
shows a cyclical and iterative process which is characterised by four main stages as 
seen in the diagram above (Chickering, 1977). Kolb states that all leaming starts at the 
Concrete Experiencer stage and moves on to the other three stages in the Cycle. The 
Reflective Observer absorb another person’s experience to obtain a better 
understanding, what action needs to be taken is then decided at the Abstract 
Conceptualiser stage, which is then put into action at the Active Experimenter level. 
Once these three levels have taken place it is then considered a concrete experience 
and this is where the cycle begins again (Chickering, 1977). Jarvis sees Kolb’s model 
as one that makes a connection between the leaming process and that of acquiring 
knowledge which is based on experience. The model includes both cognition and
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emotion and is particularly emphatic about the importance of reflection in leaming 
and that it is testable (original italics). This is leaming that is achieved through 
reflection upon everyday happenings and the transformation that takes place as a 
result. According to Dewey (1938) leaming is brought about as a result of experience 
and reflection. However, leaming is also experience plus non-reflective processes. 
David Kolb (1980), who draws upon the work of Piaget (appreciation of cognitive 
development), Dewey (emphasis on developmental nature of exercise) and Lewin 
(experiential aspect), focuses primarily on exploring the processes associated with 
making sense of concrete experiences and the different styles of leaming that may be 
involved. There are other limitations with the Kolb and Fry model including 
insufficient attention to reflection (Bond et al, 1985); Jarvis (1987) and Tennant 
(1997) see the model as a little too simplistic and not able to support the claims it 
makes with reference to its general applicability; Anderson (1988) highlights the 
model’s inapplicability to different cultures and Jarvis (1987) goes on to highlight the 
relationship of leaming processes to knowledge. Also, apart from Jarvis’s study, the 
model had had very little empirical testing to validate its claims
Experiential leaming therefore involves a 'direct encounter with the phenomena being 
studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter, or only considering the 
possibility of doing something about it.' (Borzak, 1981:9) but it also involves another 
type of experiential leaming which is 'education that occurs as a direct participation in 
the events of life' (Houle, 1980: 221). This is tme only if the former is subsumed in 
the latter which is all encompassing if ‘...the events of life’ is taken to include 
participation of the total human being in all its complex dimensions of the intellectual, 
spiritual, emotional and sensory, and ‘education’ is taken to include all forms of 
leaming and knowledge, including that of the ineffable. Only then is this definition 
accurate.
I found also that there are some aspects missing in other models that are included in 
Jarvis’s model, most significantly, the stages of memorisation (Jarvis, 2004) and 
preconscious leaming in terms of life-world as well as the concept of contemplation 
(Jarvis, 1992). This is an especially important aspect in this thesis. Peter Jarvis, 
however, also includes some of the most relevant elements of experiential and 
existential as well as transformative leaming in his models, enabling contextualisation
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of leaming within a number of the dimensions and particularly, within the model of 
feeling, thinking and doing, that is the emotive, the cognitive and the practical as we 
see below.
The Whole 
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Figure 2. TJie Transformation of thé Person through Learning
Leaming the Unleamable: Transformative Leaming Theory (Jarvis's theory [2004] cf. Jarvis 
& Hirji, 2006, JATE3.1, 85-93, Appendix II)
Experiential leaming is sometimes represented as a circular movement as we saw in 
Kolb’s model. In reality, if teaming has taken place the process can be seen as a 
spiral. The action takes place in a different set of circumstances and the leamer is now 
able to anticipate the possible effects of the action. This is a significant point for this 
thesis and in line with the ‘spiral’ aspect of the leaming in that once the unknown has 
been experienced, in whatever shape or form, there is a desire in the experiencer to 
repeat the experience which usually leads to an effort to recreate the context and the 
situation of that experience as will be seen in the following chapters. This spiral 
manner of leaming is foundational as it manifests the point of becoming more aware
©Naznin Hirji 2007 81
of one’s experiences and incorporating that leaming within the response to the next 
experience which is pivotal to how this thesis looks at leaming and how we leam. I 
found, when I used this action research approach in my Master’s thesis (Hiiji, 2001), 
that the spiral approach to leaming was precisely how I perceived leaming to have 
taken place in my own experiences as I moved, unknowingly and unaware at first, but 
with more focused awareness in later years, towards understanding my experiences. 
It, therefore, has underpinned my mental process throughout this thesis also, and in a 
way, has been the drive towards this research.
If we look at Jarvis’s model, we see that it encompasses most of the key dimensions 
that the human being uses when in an experiencing mode. This begins with 
experience but even this process requires considerable thought as there is more to it 
than is readily apparent. Besides the cognitive and practical aspects of leaming that 
we traditionally associate with leaming, we also include the emotional as above which 
in terms of experience is very important and which Oakeshott (2001) appears to omit. 
This is when the human being encounters that which draws from its own depths a 
response that it does not understand for it often stands transfixed by that experience 
(Esmail’s ‘naive in the purest sense of the word’, perhaps?), not able to active any 
mental processes in that moment, just responding with emotion, perhaps even 
unaware. And here we might introduce the idea of sensations as the ‘door’ through 
which we begin our experiencing. I am not convinced that sensations go beyond a 
certain point and certainly they do not constitute the full experience, but they play a 
key part in relation to primary experience in our understanding of extraordinary 
experiences, and this will become clearer as we move through the thesis.
Conceptual and practical difficulties of bringing together separate disciplines are 
resolved through John Dewey’s concept of 'aesthetic experience’ (1934) which 
according to Dewey, “are ’complete’, stmctured (ordered) and thematic (meaningful) 
stories that unfold through two overlapping rhythms (1) between past (memory), 
present and future (expectation) experiences, and (2) between movement (body, 
action) and perception (sensation, thought-feeling)”. This concept allows us to bring 
in a multi-disciplinary approach that encompasses the emotional, the cognitive and the 
practical as well as that of experiential context in terms of a sense of place which we 
discuss in Part III.
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I had an experience that I was not aware of physically as much as internally, in the 
spirit. However, my other senses did come into play. I would like to question, 
however, did they come into play before or after my inner response? Was it the effect 
of the non-physical experience felt first, which then led to a curiosity which made me 
look for something to attribute that inner response to? Did my visual finding of the 
heavy, carved door with the shadows and the play of light on it from the cafes become 
a repository of that internal feeling, the awe? Or was it possibly that something about 
the feeling looked for a completion of that experience and found it in the architectural 
features of the street and the doors and also, through the senses of smell and sound, 
found external elements that were in sync with the internal experience and therefore a 
fusion occurred? Certainly the same process took place when the internal, as in the 
room I was sitting in, and the external, that is the street I was looking out on, became 
fused together through the stirring sound of ‘old’ music, and the other street sounds 
took on new meaning within the context of what was happening to me. We must 
remember that this was a child’s experience, profound and clear, remembered in all its 
complexity. How then did this experience impact upon further experiences that were 
extra-ordinary in their own way? Was a connection made to the previous one? 
How?
Each new experience enveloped the old experience and the unconscious leaming 
(which resided in the memory and enabled identification of the next such experience) 
and resultant transformation that occurred through that experience was remembered in 
some way. Was this in the mind only? Not necessarily, the remembering was done in 
the unconscious and in the psyche yes, but also in the spirit, because the manner in 
which the spirit now responded to further such experiences was through a certain kind 
of knowing, a memorisation that had a certain anticipation about it. Yet the 
anticipation was tinged with a certain fear also -  would it be as good as the last one? 
Would I understand it better? Would I be able to hold on to it better? And yet, the 
paramount thing was to re-experience that feeling in the inner being, which is where it 
impacted the most. What did it bring up? Was there an aesthetic quality to it that was 
retained by the memory? Or did Otto’s (1923) experience of the ‘sublime’ describe 
the experience better? Maybe there was a little of all these qualities in an experience 
that was difficult to pin down. There came a point when it was not enough to
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question, I had to try and understand it better. At this stage, maybe we need to look at 
this concept of experiencing cognitively as well before we return to examine the 
experience itself more thoroughly.
In my experience, I feel as though my leaming had taken place deep down, not only 
within my psyche, but further inward although this may appear difficult to understand. 
However, this intemal ‘knowing’ is precisely what led to this thesis. I needed to 
understand what that process was so that I could identify where and at what point I 
leamt, what process enabled that event to take place, transfixed as I was, no matter 
how inward I had to tunnel in. The realisation that it is at the point of intersection of 
the inner and outer experiences that tacit interpretation takes place and the further 
realisation that it is at that point also that leaming, whether aware or unaware, takes 
place, enabled me to then evaluate my experiences in that light. It was at the 
intersection of the inner and outer that I felt the impact to be the most profound and 
also at that point that the fusion between the two occurred so that there was no sense 
of duality in the experience. This insight now enabled me to understand the notion of 
non-duality in terms of spiritual experience also, something that I had simply accepted 
previously from within my faith community position and which I knew also my six- 
year-old experience to be.
This process brought me to the question highlighted in the previous chapter on 
experience: 'are my experiences unique or do others interpret and leam in this 
manner also'. I also sought to understand where in the human being this 
interpretation was taking place and what this meant for the human condition. This is 
explored further in the following chapter as we look at the theoretical orientation that 
underpins the concept of leaming as perceived by this thesis as well as its connection 
with the world of symbols through which we try and understand our experiences of 
what appears mysterious to us and which we may call the sacred. What are these 
‘objects’ that we alight upon, whether visually, through touch, smell and sound, or 
through an indefinable pull that we cannot resist which takes us out of our normal, 
everyday mode of behaviour and has us standing there, wondering ‘what just 
happened’?
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3.3.1 Contemplation
The concept of contemplation, in the manner used in this thesis, includes emotion as 
well as the intellect, and the inner eye is used to examine the inner being and to reflect 
upon and evaluate our experiences in order to gain insight. It is only once this process 
has been gone through that thought enters in to express and exteriorise the impact of 
the experience. Aristotle thought of the two basic forms of thinking as being those of 
contemplation and deliberation and when contemplation, which in modem 
terminology uses a theoretical form of reasoning, is successful, it ends in a 
conclusion. Emotion, of course, is a complex concept also and involves more 
‘activity’ than is immediately apparent as it tends to be understood, generally, simply 
as ‘feelings’. If someone is showing love, anger or fear, amongst other feelings or 
behaviours, that tends to get labelled almost instantly as ‘they’re being emotional’.
Emotion, however, involves more than the behaviour exhibited and more than the 
feeling exhibited and in fact, involves an interpretation at a very basic level, often 
unaware, much like the tacit interpretation that this thesis has been talking about in 
the last two chapters. Cell (1971) also talks about this and includes feelings, 
behaviour and action as part of emotion. We leam experientially and existentially, as 
has been posited by this thesis in the Introduction, and many others, including Jarvis 
and Dewey. Cell says that emotion includes evaluating (judgment), feelings and the 
resultant action, thereby making ‘emotion’, as a part of the model, representative of 
the whole model. If we unpack the other two stages, however, we find that both those 
stages also involve the other two and can be equally representative as none of the 
stages are independent of the others in an experience. I found that reflection on and 
contemplation of my experience made me more aware of what had taken place and it 
enabled me to effect a transcendence that resulted in a transformation, a process that 
was repeated with each new experience.
For the purposes of this thesis, we examine the concept of contemplation from its 
more original position -  that of the intellect and meditation. Once again, a reminder 
here to suspend judgement in terms of preconceived notions of leaming. In exploring 
the question of teaming the sacred, I am proposing the addition of another dimension 
to existing models of leaming - that of the spirit. Also, even when we talk of the
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connection between the mind and body, it is important to remember that these are 
being explored within the context of ‘lived-in’ experience, not as dry, objective 
mental structures of education. Experience, even simply bodily, involves sensations, 
responses to emotion and the kinesthetic effect, without even taking into account the 
intemal states. The connection between the mind and the body is clear enough. This 
kind of awareness has a strong attachment with the spirit in human beings, not 
necessarily spirit as in religious but as in perception and emotion. Take the aesthetic 
experience, for example - the idea of the aesthetic experience is that one ‘knows’ 
something is beautiful because when one sees it (some would include ‘when one 
thinks of it’) one experiences a special sensation. Some of the ways in which this has 
been described include the following:
Saint Augustine saw the aesthetic experience as ‘agreement between the object and
the whole of man’s nature: mind and body ’ He saw it as a form of love. Ficino
(1433-1499) felt that during contemplation of aesthetic objects, the soul withdraws 
from the body and from interest in bodily concems. Schopenhauer (1999 Ed, 
Janaway) considered the aesthetic experience offered by architecture to be of an 
inferior quality but at the sight of a beautiful building, “the beholder is emancipated 
from the kind of knowledge possessed by the individual.. .thus it will consist in pure 
contemplation itself, freed from all the sufferings of will and individuality”. Pure 
contemplation is often synonymous with being in touch with one’s mystical side. 
According to Alan Holgate (1992) the experience relieves tension, resolves lesser 
conflicts within the self and helps create intemal integration or harmony, that it 
refines perception and discrimination and also develops the imagination. If the above 
can be seen within the context of leaming as proposed by this thesis, then this 
approach to leaming becomes much more ‘normal’, enabling a more collaborative 
approach to the notion of seeing leaming as a component of experience.
Anne Schilling (cf. O’Sullivan, 2002:152) says that within the context of our 
relationships to the rest of the natural world and to each other, she realised that ‘the 
layers of experience are often far beyond our existing memory and understanding’. I 
have often thought it and find that Schilling echoes the question, are we human beings 
having spiritual experiences or spiritual beings having human experiences? I repeat 
my earlier question 'what does it mean to be humanT and immediately this touches
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new depths in our being. Perhaps this way of thinking enables an awakening to take 
place? Certainly Fowler (1995:97) seems to think that “there is an interplay between 
such invasions of ‘normality’ and the symbolic representations of the transcendent 
that have grasped us ... and we compose images [and perhaps beliefs about and 
concepts of] the ultimate conditions of our existence. These images affect the setting 
of our goals [as can be seen by data collected], the relationships we make and 
maintain and the ways we respond to emergencies and crises. They have an impact 
upon the way we make plans and on our efforts to live our lives with integrity.
Otto (1923:149) corroborates this when he says that “there is a possibility of a 
continually improving appreciation, of convincement and conviction...where, on the 
basis of a real talent in this direction, ‘contemplation’ grows by careful exercise in 
depth and inwardness, there what one man feels can be ‘expounded’ and ‘brought to 
consciousness’ in another: one man can both educate himself to a genuine and true 
manner of feeling and be the means of bringing others to the same point; and that is 
what corresponds in the domain of ‘contemplation’ to the part played by argument 
and persuasion in that of logical conviction.” The notion of the holistic approach to 
leaming could not have been more aptly portrayed and the connections between mind, 
body and spirit become somewhat more discemible. Architecture was also the 
symbol of experience of the mysterious for me at a very young age. It has highlighted 
for me the role of memory as a tool for the re-creation of extra-ordinary experiences 
or recalling experiences. I have found that memory stores and brings forth magical 
experiences that impact strongly upon the self and the spirit, enabling a real 
transformation through hermeneutical reflection.
3.3.2 Memorisation
We look at memorisation more as a concept of ‘recall’ and ‘knowing’ than by the 
usual connotation given it as simply remembering what happened yesterday, or what I 
read in a certain book, for example. Memory here is explored in terms of how we see 
reality, what human nature has within it in terms of connections with higher realities 
which it has stored away within its deepest recesses, not necessarily of the mind, but 
of the spirit, thus opening up this avenue of exploration into something other than the 
mind with regard to memory. It is within this dimension of memory that we seek the 
leaming that has been imbibed and that we term ‘learning the sacred’. We touch upon
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it briefly in this chapter and follow up on it in the chapter on the sacred. The very 
nature of these concepts means that they are inter-related and in fact, often inter­
penetrate various dimensions. Leaming is often so closely connected to the 
experience itself that this kind of inter-penetration of inner dimensions of recall, 
contemplation, reflection, amongst others, are made in the moment of happening, and 
it is in these instances that latent leaming occurs, resulting in tacit interpretation.
The physicist. Sir Arthur Eddington (1929) explains that it is by looking into our own 
nature that we first discover the failure of the physical universe to be co-extensive 
with our experience of reality. In our own nature, or through the contact of our 
consciousness with a nature transcending ours, there are other things which claim the 
same kind of recognition - a sense of beauty, of morality, and finally, the root of all 
spiritual religion, an experience which we describe as the presence of God ..... To live 
in it, we have to grasp it in the form of familiar recognition and not as a series of 
abstract scientific statements." This thread of the possibility of everyday experience 
of the unknown is at the heart of latent (hidden) leaming. So how do we access this 
sense of ‘sacredness’ within ourselves and how do we recognize it? What is the 
sacred] We hold on to this question and look at it more fully in the chapter on the 
sacred once we have looked at the theoretical orientation underpinning this concept of 
leaming and the chapter on symbolic language which acts as a precursor to the 
understanding of the sacred.
Freire (1972) came up with an interesting concept in terms of ‘knowing’ beings, one 
called ‘conscientization’. I would normally have brought this up when we talked 
about types of consciousness and unconsciousness in the previous chapter, however, 
there is an overlap with the concept of leaming, particularly in terms of 
transformation and the concepts of ethics and morality which we explore later in the 
chapter. Also, this brings to mind the earlier discussion on the perspective of 
methodological agnosticism (Chapter I) where Dussel (1997) talks of ‘transcendence 
from without’ in terms of those ‘poor’ others left on the periphery of the centre who 
he believed were likely to be the focus of God’s attention in the bringing together of 
the Kingdom of God. In an essentially similar focus in terms of the marginalised, 
Freire defines ‘conscientization’ as ‘the process in which men [sic], not as recipients, 
but as knowing subjects, achieve a deepening awareness both of the socio-cultural
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reality which shapes their lives and of their capacity to transform that reality’ (Freire, 
1972b:51 in Taylor, 1993:52). He is defined by Taylor (1993:52) as ‘developing 
consciousness, but consciousness that is understood to have the power to transform 
reality'. It is this ability to transform their lives which makes it a part of the leaming 
process because the transformation can only occur post-experience and as a result of 
the leaming, no matter how tacit. Freire (1985:106-107) came up with this concept of 
‘conscientization’ which is based on the Brazilian term 'conscientizacao' meaning 
‘the process by which human beings participate in a transforming act ... thus, 
involves a constant clarification of what remains hidden ...’. This was within the 
context of the oppressed in Brazil, however, it is also as readily applicable in differing 
contexts and especially, if held within the ethos of the definition, as applicable to 
‘knowing beings’ and of ‘their capacity to transform their [phenomenal] reality’. 
Freire’s concept of the transforming act that involves an ongoing unveiling of 
meanings and interpretations is very close to the ethos of this thesis in terms of the 
unfolding of layers of meaning and Gadamer’s concept of ‘revealment and 
concealment’. Leaming the unknown is one such process whereby ‘knowing 
subjects’ who become so through involvement in recurring experiences begin to 
understand the nature of that socio-cultural reality in all its complexity through the 
part played by their higher consciousness within that reality.
This ‘knowing’ subsumes the memorisation that I believe is part of that knowing. 
Jarvis has looked at memorisation within the context of leaming as being-in-the- 
world. I explore this concept of memorisation almost as a primordial act by opening a 
window within the context of its origin, so to speak, as an attribute of the spirit. It is 
as attributes of the inner being that memorisation, contemplation and the complex 
dimension of the intellect, act as inner forces which are part of our intemal frame of 
reference.
3.4 Conclusion: How do I learn within context of the Unknown?
What then can we say with regard to leaming about the unknown? We were left with 
the questions: I f  I  have an experience but I  am not taught, how do I learn? What 
happens to this learning? We have added the dimension of the spirit to existing 
models of leaming and explored how this dimension is integral to our manner of 
interacting with our lifeworlds without conscious effort and often with complete lack
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of awareness of this happening. Heidegger (1977:26) defines this way of looking at 
the phenomenon as “to bring to light the totality of what lies before us” which is what 
reflection, and especially hermeneutical reflection, brings about This provides the 
impetus for generating new knowledge. Marton and Booth (1997:155) expect that 
“those who adopt a deep approach to be more likely to change their way of 
experiencing the phenomena dealt with in their studies” and that they were more 
likely to “experience it in a way that they have not been able to experience 
previously”. An interesting finding by Marton, Fendham and Chaiklin (1994 in 
Marton & Booth 1997) as part of their analysis of the Stockholm Nobel prizes from 
1970 to 1986 shows that two kinds of experiences dominated these accounts of 
scientific intuition. The first experience shows “a strong sense of direction, a path, of 
being on the way toward something as yet unknown’ and although no conscious 
choice was made about the path, yet the certainty of the rightness of the choice was 
undoubted and this is reflected in my own experiences as has been shown in the 
thesis. This certainty was an intuition that could not be ignored, a ‘collection’ of 
experiences that eventually just blended one into another until I was experiencing and 
questioning on a constant basis, almost a continuous stream of experiencing.
Secondly, there is the sudden insight that occurs without any obvious reason, again 
with the same certainty, although less common than the former experience. Ibn 
‘Arabi (1971) refers to these two sorts of noticing as habitual and non-habitual signs, 
that is, those that appear constantly and are so ordinary that we do not even notice 
them and those that impinge upon our awareness because they do not conform to our 
perception of normalcy. This has also played a large part in my experiences and these 
insights became more frequent as time passed. This inherently brought to light a 
different kind of insight: the second kind of insight can also become quite a regular 
occurrence. Whereas in the normal course of events, any experience that becomes a 
regular occurrence usually tends to recede into a taken-for-grantedness category, even 
if implicitly, within the context of experience of the unknown and the ineffable, I 
realized that with each such experience, our awareness becomes more acute in terms 
of insights gained - what does begin to move into the taken-for-granted category is 
the fact of the experience, and this applies to the small, everyday occurrences that 
with each day, become too numerous to recall and which need to recede, in a way, 
because they become part of the warp and the weave of how we live life. One
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therefore cannot recall every tiny moment that one lives simply because firstly, there 
is no necessity for that kind of recall, and secondly, there would simply be 
information overload! However, the objective, in a sense, is achieved: in the change 
that occurs the ordinary becomes the extra-ordinary and the new insights gained from 
them create a transformation in the self, thereby incorporating the leaming and one is 
a changed person as a result. Regarding these insights as ‘normal’ completes the 
process because we end up living at a ‘higher’ level of intellectual capacity.
It is a normal occurrence that once something begins to happen with a certain 
regularity, it begins to recede from the forefront and takes on a mantle of familiarity -  
and familiarity does breed a ‘taken-for-grantedness’ but not contempt in this case. 
However, there is a difference in these transformations : it is less possible to take these 
experiences for granted in the normal manner because although the frequency might 
change to more often, the quality of each such experience remains undiminished and 
unique and therefore more acutely felt. That stops it sliding into ‘familiar territory’ in 
the general sense. And even if it were to do so, the whole process brings such benefit 
to the self, that the state of temporary familiarity can almost be regarded as a time for 
regrouping intemal energies, almost a sense of being ‘in-waiting’.
This is one of the underlying themes being explored by the thesis - to see the 
extraordinary as ordinary because perhaps that is the natural way of things - that what 
we perceive with the inner eye, with our intuition, is ‘tmer’ than what we have been 
conditioned to experience. And the interactions that I had with the object of my 
experience, the resonance of inner energy between myself, the room I was in, the 
street outside and the play of light and shade on the heavy, carved doors, as well as 
the music filtering in accompanied by the other distinctive sounds, all these elements 
fell into their ‘proper’ place, to produce an out-of-the-ordinary experience that went 
beyond sensation and beyond ordinary feeling -  they touched the depths of the being, 
bringing forward an intense desire to re-experience, enough to bring a six-year-old 
back to the ‘place’ and space of the initial experience. I appeared to exhaust the full 
complement of emotions and sensations to move beyond that into the deep, inner part 
of my being where experiences take on a ‘non-language’, where experiences become 
more intense and in-depth but for which speech is limited in expressing what is going 
on for the human being.
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The human being, however, is very conscious, on an intemal level, of what is going 
on, but that part of them which is so present to this kind of experience, is curiously 
detached from the rest of the self, so that I was detached more from the other parts of 
myself than from my immediate surroundings, curiously enough, in that initial 
experience, because the room was very much a part of the context of that experience. 
This context blended in with the context provided by the street and the architecture 
and in the fusion of the two environments, was the birth of that magic moment that 
led to my experience. My ability to ‘see’ everything so clearly, to remember details 
to the present time in all its complex detail is a tribute to the ‘uniqueness’ of the 
experience, but also to the leaming that was lifted from that experience, for memory 
played its part in recording, as far as was possible, the ‘felt experience’ faithfully, 
because even now, it is as vividly remembered.
Generally, when we ‘lose’ ourselves in something, as when reading a book, or seeing 
something that is visually very beautiful or even having an extraordinary experience 
of the sublime, we forget our surroundings and in that moment, we could be anywhere 
in the world, having that experience, and there is no sense of one’s immediate 
physical surroundings. The wonder and awe that accompanies such experiences 
remain with us in residual form, but the transformation that occurs for us draws our 
attention to the leaming that took place. And the fact that my initial experience 
actually included my immediate surroundings, did not detract from this process of 
transformation and leaming -  if anything, I understand it to have been one of the 
reasons why I was able to capture and recapture those magic moments -  my extreme 
young age, in some way, appears to have had something to do with that 
‘arrangement’, I am only able to say this intuitively, however, the completeness and 
the sense of mystery and awe that surrounded that experience cannot be denied. It is 
also clear that a number of symbols were present at the outset of that experience, all 
physical and initially at least, eliciting a sensory response.
Before we bring the role of meaning together to enable us to examine the concept of 
the sacred, we need to situate experience, meaning and interpretation, and leaming as 
espoused by this thesis, within its theoretical orientation so that the connections 
between these major concepts within the broad framework of leaming and experience
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are more transparent. We look more fully at the theoretical orientation within context 
of the sacred a little later on in the thesis. Although we have unpacked the question 
'how do I leam if I  am not taughf to a certain extent, the subsequent question 'what 
happens to this leaming that we imbibe without having been taughf is better 
understood once we look at the philosophical and theoretical underpinning to this 
concept in the following chapter. We will continue to look at the taken-for- 
grantedne^5 that encases so much of our lives and in each chapter, we become more 
aware of how it is possible to become conscious of these experiences so that they do 
not just disappear into familiar territory that we do take for granted. But then there is 
also the other side of the same question -  is it ever possible for us to take such 
experiences for granted? Would that not mean that we would, in effect, be sleep­
walking our way through life without ever understanding our own beings? Although 
at some point certain aspects of the experience can happen with a regularity that might 
begin to become familiar, yet each experience is unique and adds to the self-leaming.
But perhaps if we examine the theoretical underpinnings to this area of leaming which 
is so central to the thesis in connection with the sacred before we move on to examine 
how we give meaning, we might later be able to grasp more fully how it is that we 
leam within the context of the ineffable and the ‘unknown’.
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4 Chapter IV The Nature and Meaning of Learning: Part II: 
Theoretical Orientation
To contextualise what we shall be discussing in this chapter - 1 had an experience of 
the ineffable which led to many questions because I had encountered something 
mysterious and could not explain what had taken place. That first initial experience 
of the mysterious led to others and each one, whilst including elements of the 
previous, added to the whole equation organically giving rise to yet more questions. 
Following on from this experience, in order to analyse my own experience, we needed 
to first understand the idea of experience and therefore we looked at the nature and 
meaning of experience through existing literature -  we examine actual experiences in 
Part II - and explored the intersection between inner and outer experience, the fusion 
of objective and subjective, with particular emphasis on the role of conscious and 
unconscious states of being which impact on awareness. Having come to the point 
where we could define how we understood experience, we moved on to the chapter on 
experiential leaming in order to ask the question how can we leam from experiences 
such as these? We continued the analysis of my experience by looking at experiential 
leaming and the key elements of consciousness, reflection, contemplation and 
transformation, amongst others.
At least two things emerged out of that: firstly, whether we can give meaning to these 
experiences, and secondly, can we incorporate these experiences within our taken-for- 
grantedng^^? And so in this chapter on theoretical orientation which by necessity 
looks at theory, we continue to analyse my experience at the same time. I was now 
left with further questions to consider. Where in my self did the learning take place? 
In order to understand this, we looked more broadly at how the leaming is accessed 
and what then happens to this leaming. How does transformation take place as this is 
clearly what happened to me -  that much at least I  understood at whatever deep level 
as it 'awakened' me and pushed me to revisit, every evening, the place where I  had 
the experience in order to re-create it. What was so compelling about it that I  was so 
desperate to recapture the magic o f that experience? And, in an attempt to 
understand it a little more conceptually, we ask how we understand experience of the
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ineffable as experiential and transformative learning? I suspect we will need to keep 
asking this question and finding answers as we go through the thesis.
Jarvis’s theory of leaning, and in particular, his concept of ‘disjuncture’ (1987:80) 
provide the backdrop to the discussion on learning and Gadamer’s ‘circle of 
hermeneutics’ as part of the interpretive approach and Kelly’s ‘permeable constructs’ 
underpin the methodological perspective as we see later. Gadamer’s approach is 
especially relevant to the thesis because of his unique ‘spatio-temporal’ 
epistemological perspective, which, as we move through the thesis, will become self- 
evident. There are a number of approaches which address different aspects of the 
thesis and this makes it a multi-disciplinary and a multi-perspectives thesis. 
Bachelard philosophy of ‘poetic consciousness’ and ‘discontinuity’ as well as 
Levinas’s concepts of ‘totality’ and ‘infinity’ provide the philosophical underpinning 
and we reference the Kantian Knot of ‘thing as itself (also Heidegger’s things in 
themselves’). We also refer to Khusraw’s concept of wisdom and knowledge later in 
the thesis as the basis of understanding experience and learning.
We looked at the construction of meaning from experiences as well as the nature of 
learning and its connection with meaning and symbolism, and we touch upon the art 
form of architecture in this chapter as a reference to my own experience of the 
mysterious and learning as a young child but also because it forms the methodology 
for the thesis. This reference also serves to introduce this concept as a prelude to the 
following chapter on giving cultural meaning to experiences. The connection 
between building and patterns of thinking becomes more apparent the further we 
examine this concept.
4.1 Theoretical Orientation
The broad theoretical orientation in terms of the meanings we give to our experiences 
and the way in which we construct them is within a multi-perspectives approach and 
works with a variety of disciplines to honour the complexity that is the human being. 
For the purposes of understanding this conceptually, it lies broadly within aspects of 
the Bachelardian tradition through his concept of ‘discontinuity’ but also because of 
his approach to aesthetics and ‘poetic consciousness’ and a ‘dispersion of meanings 
through metaphors’ (and symbols). Levinas (1961) provides significant support
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through his concepts of totality and infinity which also inform this thesis as we see 
later in this chapter. For the theoretical orientation within context of the sacred, which 
was the cultural interpretation I gave to my experience, these traditions also hold true 
but they themselves lie within the even broader orientation, as seen by this thesis, of 
our great primary texts. These are articulate simply because they are the language of 
the mysteries that guide us, initially at least affording us a foothold until we ourselves 
grow spiritually and intellectually to become more discerning. I also find that great 
philosophers such as Nasir Khusraw and Ibn Arabi, the 12* century 
poet/philosophers, and Jalalludin Rumi, the 13* century Sufi mystic, amongst others, 
provide an excellent orientation in both cases and we encounter them more closely in 
the following two chapters. And so, this thesis has adopted the only way it can do 
justice to the research question, and that is to approach it through a multi-disciplinary 
approach.
The thesis sees learning in part as consisting both of constructing meaning and 
constructing systems of meaning. However, individuals are not always able to 
articulate the constructions they place upon their world as some of them are not 
symbolised by words and it might not even be possible to articulate some of its 
elements as the person is only able to respond to them through a ‘subverbal pattern of 
representation and construction’ (Kelly,1955:16). Here, it would be useful to look 
briefly at the construction of meaning particularly in terms of the methodology in 
order to contextualise it for the later chapters. We continue to analyse elements of my 
experience as we move further through this chapter, however, it is also important to 
understand the experience within the broader investigation of experience itself as well 
as the nature and meaning of learning.
4.2 Learning as Construction of Meaning
The first question within this context that comes to mind is: did I give meaning to my 
experience? If so, what constituted that meaning? What informed it and how much 
of it was from my own inner point of reference and how much of it externally 
determined? If externally determined, what was the key component? We live in 
society and we are bom into systems of meanings which arise out of our cultures 
which provide these secondary experiences. How large a part does this play in an
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individual’s life and the way one gives meaning? Are all experiences coloured by 
societal culture or do our individual cultures also play an important part? Then again, 
does culture play an ongoing and continuous role in our experiences? Following on 
from my own experience, I moved through a variety of cultures within which I had 
such experiences -  did this have a bearing on the kind of experiences I had? As Jarvis 
says, (2001a: 101). “people hold beliefs, ideologies, an understanding of the world, a 
familiarity with culture and language that enables them to function meaningfully in 
their world”. Or could it be that I survived acculturation and continued to have these 
experiences beyond culture? Each meaning we construct enables us to give meaning 
to other sensations which fit a similar pattern. This helps us to use these meanings to 
help us develop further systems of meaning which are deeper and broader in scope 
and which move from the outer dimension of the self to the innermost. This provides 
a structure for learning, beginning with the outer and moving inwards. For the 
purpose of this thesis, we explore from the inner person to the outer, much as we 
looked at the concept of experience earlier. Therefore, we look at the person 
existentially through how he puts together his personal constructs and move on to 
experiential and transformative learning (Jarvis, 1992). According to Jarvis (1987:15) 
“[...] learning always occurs within a social context and that the learner is also to 
some extent a social construct, so that learning should be regarded as a social 
phenomenon as well as an individualistic one”.
In Chapter 1 we talked about Kelly’s (1955) transparent patterns of meaning that are 
the templates that are used to view the world and which allow the differentiation in 
homogeneity without which sense-making would be a difficult exercise. These 
patterns and ways of seeing the world are the personal constructs that the human 
being begins with. The constructivist perspective is applied to this thesis 
idiosyncratically, and therefore, besides addressing interaction with the environment 
and extracting personal constructs, is also about making discoveries. Through Kelly’s 
‘permeable construct’ feature, knowledge builds upon itself through the submergence 
of the subordinate into the superordinate, much as the ‘subject must merge with the 
object’ theme that is an important part of this thesis. The permeable construct does 
not originate with individuals’ interactions with their environment although it begins 
to take shape within this context. Knowledge is not gleaned per se from the social
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environment although it unquestionably enables the growth and extériorisation of the 
potential knowledge that is embedded within oneself.
We therefore adopt aspects of Kelly’s theory of personal constructs which do not 
include his epistemological or his ontological perspective in their entirety. Kelly’s 
(1955:12 -16) epistemology falls within that of gnosiology which is ‘the systematic 
analysis of the conceptions employed by ordinary and scientific thought in 
interpreting the world, and including an investigation of the art of knowledge, or the 
nature of knowledge as such’. He says that ‘man creates his own ways of seeing the 
world in which he lives; the world does not create them for him’. The notion of 
construing, as we said in Chapter I, can transcend disciplinary boundaries with ease, a 
notion which is important here and which this thesis illustrates in its exploration of 
learning the sacred. If one views the universe as an integral realm and the earth as a 
part of it then the interrelationships and the superordinate and subordinate 
relationships become more clearly defined and understood. If the notions of sacred 
and learning are placed respectively within this framework as one system of meaning 
and we still retain their individual constructs of meaning which are permeable, then 
the possibilities of growth and learning over time and in different contexts, ‘that is 
within ever-changing ranges of convenience and foci’, are innumerable. Once again, 
time and space provide the context here as crucial aspects of the world as know it for 
they provide the ‘glue’ that bind these relationships together.
Therefore, the context of the physical universe, the human being in all its dimensions 
including the spiritual, the mental, the intellectual, the emotional and the imaginative, 
amongst others, all have interrelationships within the constructs that are put together 
and that are continually tested, more often than not in quite an unaware manner. For 
this reason, this philosophical perspective of constructivism is qualified by the word 
‘alternative’ by Kelly (1955). The unconscious or non-conscious aspect of the human 
being which plays such a large part in his construction of the world and the events and 
experiences that take place, plays a crucial role in this formulation of meanings and 
concepts. This applies at any stage of life as my six-year-old experience showed. To 
formulate these meanings, we use our capabilities to access our own store of 
knowledge which resides deep within our self -  we might not understand enough at 
the point of experience, however, there is invariably learning and a form of response.
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This arises out of the tacit interpretations that we make when experiencing happenings 
in life.
There are some similarities with Raimy and Bugenthal’s self-concept theory as we 
said earlier in the thesis (Kelly, 1955:.40-41) which is concerned with the ‘person’s 
perspective with himself and Lecky’s theory of self-consistency which emphasises a 
‘person’s urgent need for the maintenance of structure particularly as regards 
himself. The self-concept theory is akin to the Gestalt perspective of the selfs 
seeking of integrity whilst the Gestalt law of figure and ground is similar to the 
concept of self-consistency. If a pedagogical strategy was required, Kelly’s Repertory 
Grid through his approach of constructive altemativism(1955) within his system of 
Personal Construct Psychology might have been appropriate as a useful tool through 
which, according to Kelly (1955:8-9) “man looks at his world through transparent 
templates which he creates and then attempts to fit over the realities of which the 
world is composed”. However, in this thesis we are exploring experiential rather than 
pedagogical learning.
Just as Kelly (1955) sees the characteristic of life as not only having the creative 
capacity of the living thing to represent it but also to respond to it, so does this 
capacity of the human being reach even further and open up its capability to learn 
from the invisible aspects of its being. Kelly’s ‘permeable construct’ is one of the 
features of constructivism with which find this thesis finds resonance through its 
openness to refinement or revision.
Living within this context of ineffable experiences and remaining aware of the impact 
my experiences, not only the more awesome ones but also the ordinary, everyday 
ones, were having on how I was functioning in the world, I began to look more 
closely at what was happening to me and at my responses and reactions to what my 
world was bringing up for me. This included how I interacted with my family and my 
friends as well as my colleagues. But it also included how I interacted with the 
environment around me, the natural environment which has often had a profound 
enough effect upon me, as on many others, to stop me in my tracks and stand still in 
awe, wonder or even shock. This has happened in different contexts but particularly 
in mountainous and wide open spaces as well as expanses of water and forests -  and
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sometimes simply walking down the street. Some of my most intense experiences 
have arisen out of my fusion with these natural states. I realised that whilst aesthetics 
played a greatly significant role in my life, that these experiences went through that 
route but then continued further beyond that into an unknown realm. I had reached 
the point where things were simply inexplicable and no amount of rationalisation 
could provide answers. There had always been a component that rationalisation could 
not answer for, but going through the process of trying to rationalise as I grew up and 
as I encountered further such experiences enabled me to become clearer in my mind 
and crystallised the question that remained and that kept coming up time and again. I 
had learned to give meaning to such experiences by setting them aside as ‘special’ and 
finally calling them sacred, and then I found that there were numerous instances that 
were certainly not monumental but were nevertheless almost like pinpoints of light 
through my normal days that were beginning to fit that bill. Could there be something 
in that concept of the ‘world as a sacred place’ after all?
Certainly I was encountering many more experiences that ‘just happened’ and no 
rationalisation could be applied to them in terms of how and why, and here I realised 
something that was to become a very important realisation and point of learning in my 
life - 1 became consciously aware of the synchronicity that was so much a part of life 
for me. I leamt a very important lesson from becoming aware of these experiences -  
that I was able to unite with a key point of reference that was not only part of my 
inner life but that was also bigger than my being and part of other points of reference. 
This lesson became pivotal to my way of life and has to be one of the key lessons I 
leamt that has impacted upon how I view learning. This began to influence the way I 
approached events and relationships in my life and so began the process of living in 
an integrated manner which was curiously liberating and at the same time very 
fulsome. I actually felt these states of being. Was I alone in interpreting experiences 
in this manner? After all, what was to say that I was perceiving these experiences in 
any way that was ‘normal’? What would be ‘normal’? Something that others 
experienced also, I figured. An idea was beginning to take root in my mind, however, 
I needed to think this through, to understand much more before I checked again 
whether my responses were normal or strange!
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I began to become more aware of where I had these kind of experiences the most, 
what kind of environment had a more immediate impact upon me. I asked questions: 
was it the visual that was the initial attraction? Or was it auditory, which I also knew 
I responded to quite significantly? Did these experiences begin with sensation? I 
began to keep mental track of my interaction with the spaces I visited and the kind of 
environment I inhabited. I leamt another thing about my self -  that whilst various 
environments brought up these experiences for me, one of the key contexts was that 
of architectural space and my most significant responses appeared to be to Muslim 
architecture which has been considered art par excellence. Otto, for all his scepticism 
about Islam, was stmck with wonder at the experience of the sublime when in sight of 
the Pyramids and the Sphinx. My own initial experience in Zanzibar also was enabled 
by Islamic architecture, the play of light and shadow on its doors and the haunting 
music, which was so much a part of that culture, seemed to come in almost from afar, 
yet was also a part of it, lending it an ethereal quality from which the sensory qualities 
about the experience gradually faded away to leave something in the heart that only 
the spirit could comprehend -  language was too limiting to use, it had no resources to 
capture the meaning of my experience or my response to it. But I had a context, at 
least to begin with, and subsequent encounters in various countries including Granada 
in Spain, St. Petersburg in Russia, Cairo in Egypt, Agra in India, London in England, 
Calgary in Canada, amongst others, all re-affirmed Islamic architecture as one of the 
gateways to such experiences for me. Again, the question, was I alone in this? And 
therefore, I needed to explore the concept of sensuousness and spirituality in 
architecture a little further. Was this a valid concept? It had to be in the affirmative 
as I had had several very definite and significant experiences within that context - it 
therefore became my methodology for this thesis.
4.3 Methodology within the construction of Meaning
Briefly, to situate the methodology of architecture within the theoretical orientation 
and to understand it especially within the context of construction of meanings, it 
would be important to mention here that the very language we use such as ‘building 
block’ highlights the manner in which we think. This is why Gadamer’s perspective 
of a ‘spatio-temporal’ perspective is particularly relevant for this thesis and we 
discuss this in greater detail in Part III. Gadamer’s (1975:324; 1976) hermeneutics
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addresses this research through his ‘circle of hermeneutics’ which is the process of a 
mutual and respectful engagement between two persons who have conversations that 
are formed out of ‘messy’ dialogue in which the ‘prejudices that we grow up with’ 
which ‘constitute our minds’ are an integral part of that engagement. The ‘rough 
drafts’ which Gadamer equates with ‘acts of understanding’ become more and more 
refined over time and are representative of the openness and honesty of the process. 
He advocates giving the ‘Other’ in the dialogic unit superiority over oneself to 
maintain the integrity of the process and to ensure the inter-subjective character of the 
exchange.
Gadamer (1976 in Jones, 2000) says that human beings have a tendency to constantly 
strive to expand their horizons of meaning and their world and that this tendency is 
dependent upon linguistic and intellectual capabilities. He brings in his concept of the 
‘fusion of horizons’ which is part of the approach of the thesis in the intertwining of 
concepts -  as indicated in Chapter I - and especially the interconnectedness of human 
beings, in themselves as well as with others (being-in-the-world-with-oneself and 
being-in-the-world-with-others). However, the question of divergence of perspective 
arrives at the point of language and intellectual capability as we see later (in the 
Chapter on Discussion as well as Conclusions) when we question the extent of the 
reach of language and the way in which we understand ‘intellectual capability’. 
Gadamer see this process as ‘progressive’ and ‘cumulative’ and his ‘method’, if one 
gives it that label, is not one that can be regarded as ‘formulaic method’ because he 
does not support the fact that a rigid, set procedure should be applicable to the natural 
and ongoing changes and churning that human beings undergo as an ongoing and 
present part of their lives. This thesis finds total resonance with this thinking as we 
saw in Chapter I where I have clarified that my aim has been to investigate an ‘un­
walled’ kind of learning that cannot be ‘strait-jacketed’. The only objective for 
Gadamer is the achievement of ‘truth’ (Gadamer, T&M, 1975/1989). He sees each 
person as ‘unique’. His is an interpretative position as is the thesis’s and like the 
thesis, he deals with the construction of meaning. The thesis only engages with 
constructivism in terms of Kelly’s ‘alternative constructivism’ which is constituted of 
‘permeable constructs’ as we saw earlier in the chapter and it also relates to its 
metaphysical and ‘beyond epistemological’ approach, but totally rejects the role of 
knowledge as ‘passive’. Gadamer also supports the role and responsibility of the
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individual as active knower as does Jarvis’s (and others such as Dewey) theory of 
learning.
Another aspect of Gadamer’s approach which is relevant for this research is that of 
rejecting ‘bracketing’ of the interpreter’s own beliefs, experiences, assumptions and 
autobiographical history as, like the researcher, Gadamer insists upon including the 
importance of bringing the whole of the interpreter to the process. This is an integral 
and crucial part of the process in this research.
Also Alan Olsen (in Jones, 2000:110) explains, for Gadamer “it is the essence of 
‘habitat’ to remain the same as fixed physical space, whereas the notion of ‘world’ 
expands and contracts relative to one’s horizon of meaning”. Architecture shows 
itself to be not only a form of physical construction but also to be so within the 
constructive perspective of construing the world and one’s meanings, in fact very 
much in line with Kelly’s (1955) ‘permeable constructs’. It would be appropriate to 
add here Wigley’s (1993) remark on Descartes’ explicit description of metaphysics as 
the construction of an edifice and how Heidegger repeatedly mentions the way in 
which philosophy sees itself as a kind of architecture. Heidegger (1971:143-161) 
actually identifies thinking with building and construction, and constantly appeals to 
spatial rhetoric - ‘shelter’, ‘house’, ‘abode’, ‘inner’, ‘proximity’ - and Wigley 
considers this tradition of metaphysics as seeing itself as a kind of building. All 
scriptures also use this spatial rhetoric quite freely.
Wigley (1993) also reminds us of the obvious architectural connotations of 
Heidegger’s concept of ‘deconstruction’ regarding building which is then picked up 
by Derrida (1967) and others as “a form of interrogation that shakes structures in a 
way that exposes structural weaknesses” (Jones, 2000:88). This happened to me -  it 
shook my own personal understanding of the manner in which I constructed meaning 
and how objects such as buildings are symbols of a nature that is always open to 
interpretation. This invitation to form an interpretation can become irresistible. The 
primary concern here is to clarify the role that architecture plays in the work of these 
scholars rather than what they say about architecture and in the case of Derrida, this is 
shown by the part that a certain image of architecture plays in his thinking. 
Architecture is not just an example or a topic for these philosophers and the same is
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the case for Descartes, Hegel, Kant and Paul de Man amongst others. Whether they 
talk about art and architecture directly or not, their arguments depend in a 
fundamental and profound way on ‘an architectural logic of support’ (Jones, 
2000:114). As Wigley (in Jones, 2000:63) very succinctly puts it with respect to 
Derrida, “architecture is operative in his argument both before and after it is named as 
an example” which is also how it might be perceived in this thesis, something that 
gave rise to the experience as well as lending support to the rationale for the use of 
architecture as the illustrating medium and metaphor for this thesis.
My own experiences have highlighted how architectural imagery demonstrates its 
faculty for participating in both the functional as well as the aesthetic, and how it 
facilitates in bringing about experiences that, for me, were profound. It has a capacity 
that is used for its adaptability to accommodate the sacred and the profane, the 
ordinary and the extraordinary, the visible and the invisible. Its unique suitability to 
religious expression is obvious from its qualities as the most transcendent as well as 
the most impressive of arts and monuments as well as places of worship, and 
Stonehenge and the Egyptian Pyramids are age-old testimonies to this. Rudolph Otto 
(1923:63-68) addressed the latter as ‘the most effective means of representing the 
numinous’ whilst Gadamer {Truth and Method, 1976:138) saw architecture as “a 
proper work of art” presenting a “true increase of being”.
Suffice to say for now that the above, in conjunction with my own experience of 
architecture over the years, provides a clear rationale for its use as a case study but 
also as a theoretical and philosophical partner. There are a number of qualitative 
methodologies and perspectives which apply to this research. According to Metzger, 
(1962) creative freedom is borne of letting go of past happenings, of the certainties of 
the present and to reach out for an opening up of conscious awareness so as to create 
space and form for that freedom whilst Peris (1951) talks of awareness as a means of 
being fully attentive to the present experience, to noticing one’s inner stillness and 
remaining in the stream of consciousness, not attempting to rationalise too early but 
simply being present and allowing things to happen, no matter what that is. Perhaps 
then, says Peris, one can become aware, in an extra-ordinary manner, the elemental 
needs for peace, security, love and pleasure. These perspectives all work very well as 
approaches for the case study for architecture (which is itself the methodology) as
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architectural psychology is gestalt orientated and shows an implicit synthesis of the 
perspectives of transcendental phenomenology with its interpretivist approach and 
hermeneutics and aspects of the constructivist approach.
4.4 Reflective Inquiry into Human Meaning
There is a need for human beings to search for meaning and to make self-discoveries 
to help them understand their own constructs and where they might lead, hence the 
use of the phenomenological perspective. Phenomenology arises out of the Cartesian 
tradition of finding meaning within ourselves to discover the essential meaning and 
nature of things. We have looked at this in the previous chapters and pick it up again 
here. Phenomenology may also he considered a human science: a profoundly 
reflective inquiry into human meaning. In this respect, phenomenology has a 
harmonious ‘fit’ within my area of research. And in this respect, Husserl’s noesis- 
noema relationship makes more sense of the perceptions and responses involved. 
Implicit within the research question is the understanding that there is a relationship 
between the unconscious spiritual and the more obvious mental aspects of the human 
being as he responds to his external environment. This implicit understanding, this 
tacit knowledge is what triggered off the need for a better conceptual grasp for me.
Paul Tillich’s (1951) idea of critical phenomenology with its variation of intuitive- 
descriptive and existential-critical method is also relevant here. According to Max van 
Manen (1990), at the most basic level the phenomenological reduction consists of the 
attitude or mood of wonder. In his Preface to the Phenomenology of Perception 
(1962;xv), Merleau-Ponty suggests that "the best formulation of the reduction is 
probably that given by Eugen Fink, Husserl’s assistant, when he spoke of ’wonder’ in 
the face of the world." Fink is called to task by Gadamer but for the purposes of this 
thesis, what is important is that this approach can overturn the taken-for-grantedngjj 
of our everyday reality. Wonder is the natural readiness to encounter the extraordinary 
in the ordinary, what appears strange within the familiar. It is the willingness to listen 
to space, objects and happenings around us, to assume a quiet receptivity that allows 
the things within the self and of the world to present themselves in their own terms.
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When we are struck with wonder, clutter of the everyday world in our minds recedes 
and we are confronted by the phenomenon in all uniqueness, van Manen (1990) says 
that it might be strange to speak of wonder as a method. But if we understand method 
as methodos, as path or way, then we may well consider wonder an important 
methodological aspect of human science inquiry. The "way" to wisdom, knowledge 
and understanding, to paraphrase Socrates, "begins in wonder".
When I experienced such a moment of wonder, a question emerged that addressed me 
and that I addressed back. It aroused my curiosity. It should, and did, animate my 
questioning of the meaning of this aspect of lived experience. And this was the 
moment when learning took place, when that curiosity made me ask questions, to 
become an inquirer. I believe this translated practically within my research inquiry as 
an attempt to understand the transformation of the ‘potential’ into the ‘actual’ by 
including past historical influences that have shaped us as well as understanding the 
objective external influences that have formed our ontological reality. Also, to 
examine what is happening to us in our present experiencing moments and to explore 
the subjective and cultural influences on the deeper and spiritual personal realities 
which include interpretations and meanings that we give to our experiences. This 
includes the intuitive imagery that provides meaning to the symbolic and the sacred 
that we encounter. This makes us the person we have become and the person we are 
becoming (Hirji, 2001) but it goes beyond that as we see in the discussion below as 
well as when we explore the methodology in greater detail in Part II.
4.5 The Nature of Learning within the context of a discussion of key existing, 
philosophical and sociological views with particular emphasis on Levinas
4.5.1 The Totality of Being
This person that is ‘becoming’ is a truism for most people and as Kelly (1955:170) 
puts it, “the universe is existing and man [sic] is coming to know it”. It is in the ‘how 
is he coming to know it’ that the construed nature of experience enters and his ability 
to deal with his [sic] experiences as well as his transformation are brought into the 
equation. Learning inevitably enters the equation as soon as the element of 
transformation presents itself and therefore the context of the experience and learning
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begs the question ‘is his [sic] culture responsible for his personal constructs? I 
undoubtedly began my own questioning of inner experiences within the context of 
existing cultures although that was not the case at all levels of experience as my initial 
experience was at such a young age. But I do believe that the internal, and at the time 
unrecognized, transformation that took place led to learning that either kept the 
question on board or led to further and more developed questions. This is where the 
learning element comes in, because each question asks for a more complex, more 
developed and more detailed response, once again, the spiral of action learning. This 
occurred for me because my own understanding of what was happening to me, whilst 
not clearer, was at least ‘on my radar’ so that I was constantly aware of it -  and this is 
the first hurdle, raising the level of awareness, so that I began to question; without 
awareness, there is very little questioning as there is no curiosity to know more.
The human being emerges into the world into a socially constructed arena which 
gradually influences one’s being and draws it deeper into the social and cultural world 
and further away from the ‘pure’ being with which we are bom. This does not mean 
we lose the structure and make up of our original beings, rather that we begin to 
‘forget’ the moral and ethical qualities in their purest form -  we do not lose them but 
we begin to make compromises as we become further conditioned by the social 
condition of the physical world. This is where the concept of recall is bom -  an 
acknowledgement of what we as human beings are bom with but which recedes into 
the deepest recesses of our beings, to be accessed and brought to light again through a 
sense of awe and mystery. We are surrounded by potential experiences that are part 
and parcel of the unfolding. As Levinas (1961:22) says, ‘the unicity of each moment 
is incessantly sacrificed to a future appealed to bring forth its objective meaning’, 
much as my own response to experience of the mysterious at an age when I was too 
young to recognise any profundity but could still feel the extra-ordinariness of the 
experience enough not to doubt it, in fact, allowing it to dictate my ontological 
perspective on life, which each such experience only further confirmed.
Levinas (1961:22) goes on to talk about eschatology as instituting a ‘relation with 
beyond the totality or beyond history, and not with being beyond the past and the 
present’ (Levinas’s emphasis). He sees this relationship as one where there is always 
a ‘more than’ element to the totality of being -  the infinity of being which includes
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totality and which includes the transcendence of totality. This is a mirror image of the 
way God is in relation to human beings’ understanding of the world and of the 
universe.
One experiences the totality as well as the ‘beyond totality’ in the world and brings to 
fruition the identity that was present ‘before eternity’ (Levinas, 1961:23) which means 
before history and before time as we know it. The eschatological notion of judgement 
which according to Levinas, Hegel ‘wrongly’ saw as rationalisation within the 
judgement of history, is living life and being judged on an ongoing basis, on all one’s 
actions and not simply on the ‘last day of judgement’. This is also how 1, from my 
faith community position and my experiences, see human being’s responsibility in 
terms of one’s actions and interactions with others and the environment and how one 
is accountable for one’s actions, restoring to ‘each instant its full signification’ and 
calling each being to its full ‘responsibility’. ‘Overflowing history’, as Levinas 
(1961:23) puts it, thereby allowing space for more than meets the eye and more than 
might obviously be seen as one’s responsibility, hence increasing one’s scope of 
experience of the sacred which seems possible in all areas of one’s life.
The more I experience these ‘magic moments’ which have become part of the norm - 
and possibly that is not due to increased frequency but increased self-awareness - the 
more has become instilled within me, an openness that recognizes these experiences 
when they occur, resulting in an evolving worldview. My referencing of the elements 
imbibed from these ineffable experiences, without obvious consciousness, draw 
wisdom from them to respond to any given situation. This leads me to believe that 
not only do we have experiences that are ineffable but that the lessons we leam can 
also remain in ineffable modes but open to use in our interactions. This includes and 
goes beyond Polanyi’s ‘problem-solving’ quality drawn from the tacit interpretation 
of such experiences.
Also, once I have used these indefinable qualities from my experiences that were 
stored in my memory as ‘understanding’ there is a further transformation. At this 
second stage, the ineffability, through usage, has translated into a knowing action, and 
therefore, I used this primary experience which was an emotion that I imbibed and 
then felt consciously from my experiences. Having done that, the experience
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underwent a transformation so that an element of the conceptual entered in to prepare 
it for further usage, making it understandable as a secondary experience. This does 
not happen all the time, nor are we aware of it all the time, but over time and with 
increasingly acute awareness, I found that I had inadvertently ‘trained’ myself to 
recognise what was happening -  which is why this thesis poses the question ‘can we 
leam the sacred?’ It is no longer a case of simply episodic experiences taking place 
but almost a continuous stream in many ways, not perfected in any way or always 
recognisable but there is certainly always a sense of ‘knowing’ that an experience has 
taken place and that a transformation has been effected in my inner world. This is not 
only a case of recognising something that has become familiar -  because no two 
experiences are completely the same although the essence is present in all - it is also a 
question of acquired discipline.
This, however, does not happen in isolation. These transformations in our being are 
effected in every dimension for the simple reason that all our dimensions are 
interconnected and do not operate independent of one another. Therefore, in view of 
the fact that our behaviours are linked to the values we espouse and to our beliefs as 
well as our ethics and the morality factor, in whatever format, and in view of the fact 
that we are also exploring the concept of the sacred, it would be useful to briefly look 
at the concepts of ethics and morality to see how they influence our experiences.
The experience of morality does not emanate from the aspiration of eschatology [not 
referred to here in its generally accepted definition of the ‘revealed opinions of 
positive religions’, Levinas, (1961:23) but within its full scope of pre-etemity] but 
‘consummates it’ a concept which might have found consensus with Murdoch (1997) 
who believed that the most easily accessible way to love and the ‘sovereignty of 
good’, that is, morality, was through experiencing and understanding art. This 
consummation of the vision of eschatology occurs within the experience of totality 
but also within the experience of the flux surrounding totality which influences 
totality itself and enables a glimpse of its relation to the Other. We see more of the 
link between ethics, morality and learning the sacred in a later chapter.
James (1902) and Durkheim (1912) both hold morality as key to this argument, and 
although they see it slightly differently -  James sees religion and morality as separate
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whilst Durkheim sees them as components of moral authority, they are in reality much 
closer in their thinking than might be generally perceived. Durkheim sees the 'sui 
generis' desirability as ‘the good’ and combines it with duty and is agreeable to their 
mutual reciprocity, whilst James sees morality as restrictive and religion as liberating. 
Durkheim also sees the nature of sacredness -  to be adored and feared simultaneously 
- much as Otto (1923) saw it - "mysterium, tremendium etfascinans'. This is explored 
in much greater detail in the chapter on the sacred, but it is important to flag it up here 
to highlight the link with the theoretical orientation. I see a clear link between ethics 
and the nature of the sacred
Levinas (1961:25) has the ability to remind us of what we ‘know’ but does not 
articulate what we have as a ‘half-thought’. One such concept that he brings forth is 
that of infinity overflowing thought in a completely different sense to that of opinion. 
It is not difficult to accept that opinion includes thought for both are mental acts and 
opinion by necessity has to include reflection which includes thought. What he goes 
on to say is that opinion is fleeting whilst thought is infinite, thought as in the scope of 
infinity, which thought remains outside the general understanding of thought. There 
is much potential in this concept of thought. It is more difficult to accept Levinas’s 
(1961) idea of infinity as being ‘the mind before it lends itself to the distinction 
between what it discovers for itself and what it receives from opinion’. I offer a 
different definition and distinction which in this context might be understood as one 
between what the being (not simply the dimension of the mind) discovers for itself 
and what it receives, not from opinion, but from the signs and symbols around him, 
humans being one such sign. If one were to define opinion differently as that which 
includes the knowledge gained or gleaned from one’s interactions with others and 
with one’s physical environment, then it becomes more acceptable for the purpose of 
this discussion.
There is however, less difficulty in appreciating the state of infinity for as Levinas 
(1961:25) says, infinity overflows the thought that thinks it, there is an ongoingness 
about infinity, an ‘overflowing’ which cannot be stated in terms of experience. There 
is however another way in which infinity can be related to experience -  within a sense 
of the sacred, a relationship with the ‘wholly other’ (Otto, 1923) or with the 
‘absolutely other’ (Levinas, 1997:25). As discussed earlier, because there is a going
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beyond thought, experience can be seen as having been gained in the fullest possible 
sense, within all the dimensions of the being. This is how I described earlier the 
impact of the transformation that was effected in my being post-experience -  
impacting all dimensions of the being. As Levinas (1961:26) says, ‘the idea of
infinity is the mode of being, the infinition, the infinity its infinity is produced as
revelation, a positing of its idea in me subjectivity realizes these impossible
exigencies -  the astonishing feat of containing more than it is possible to
contain subjectivity as welcoming the Other, as hospitality, where thought
remains as adequation with the object, does not define consciousness at its 
fundamental level. All knowing qua intentionality already presupposes the idea of 
infinity, which is pre-eminently non-adequation'. (Levinas’s emphases).
Otto (1923:59) calls this ‘non-rationaT which he defines as something that “remains 
purely a felt experience, only to be indicated symbolically by ‘ideograms’”. We 
examined the elements of consciousness and unconsciousness which play such a key 
role in the understanding of this kind of learning and we also looked at the concepts of 
time, space and knowledge as well as contemplation, reflection and memorisation. 
This has now brought us to the brink of understanding learning as looked at through 
these elements.
My experience and what followed in the form of a changed ‘F (Hirji, 2001) or a 
transformed ‘I’ makes it clear that it is within the context of the being’s interpretation 
of its experiences and its inherent level of knowledge and the infinite scope of its 
capabilities and responsibilities that learning is being examined here. If this concept 
can be grasped even at its outermost edges, then the capability of human beings and 
the level of experience in terms of learning can be immense. Once again, a reminder 
to suspend preconceived ideas of how we leam and to adopt an openness to what is 
emerging from the thesis.
This is where constructivism plays a role and how some of its aspects are relevant can 
be understood as part of this argument. We have seen as we have been discussing this 
section on the totality of being, and through the thesis, how the concept of 
constmctivism has enabled the making of meaning and making sense of lived reality 
within the argument of this thesis. The social and cultural conditioning of the human
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being begins from the moment we are bom. What we leam by rote in our early days 
we weigh up by reflection as soon as we are able to do so. We have a set of innate 
criteria, a universal code of ethics, by which we judge right and wrong although 
values are also part of what we leam through life and living. Meaning is socially 
constmcted to the extent that it enables symbolic language to exteriorise what is either 
inherent within the individual or to express symbolically what is experienced in the 
world as we see it and ‘know it’. We have seen how I constmcted meaning by 
interpreting my experience in a certain way within a cultural context to begin with but 
then went on to transcend that and found that a deeper reality was informing my 
experiences and interactions. Combining the understanding of how we constmct 
meaning and how we generally operate through pre-conceived notions gives us a 
window into how we could change our ways of leaming and knowing for the better.
4,5.2 The Nature of Learning
In stepping out of routine thinking, as proposed by this thesis, we could open up much 
potential as human beings. A great deal of the above can only be comprehended 
intuitively and if the freedom to think ‘differently’ is exercised, then that which 
should be ‘normal’ but has become ‘abnormal’ because it is seen as an exception, will 
become the norm again. Then the underlying cooperation and personal responsibility 
between the subject and the object and between the human being and the universe can 
be seen more clearly as part of the tmth. In my earlier analysis of my experience, I 
mentioned how my way of being had become transformed through these experiences, 
and how these inner transformations had led to a transformation in my attitude and 
behaviour. This of course did not happen overnight, but it did happen, and the 
transformation became a continuous stream once my awareness had been raised to a 
certain level, and whilst my attitude could not but fail to also become transformed 
because of this as a matter of externalising my inner self, I became aware of a more 
obvious and more present and immediate maimer of ‘assessing’ that took into account 
my witnessing of myself.
This was another consequence of such an experience. I realised, immediately after a 
completely out-of-the-ordinary experience, what had just taken place: I stood still, 
right there on the road, and shook my head to clear it, thinking I would realise that
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what I thought had happened, had really not happened. But it had happened, and it 
was crystal clear in my head, and is so even today as is obvious from my description 
of that experience. I had just witnessed myself having an experience that had nothing 
to do with matter or with physical things or with conscious volition or control. And I 
also leamt a very important lesson from that experience -  leamt that we also leam 
from experiences that have no conceptual explanation, that, right there, in the middle 
of the road, in total synchronicity, it seemed, with what was happening around me, I 
experienced what I can only call the sacred. This was not necessarily a ‘religious’ 
moment, but it was certainly a spiritual one in the immediate and in a very broad 
sense also. I leamt a singular lesson that day - that the inner is much more powerful 
than the outer. We have all experienced moments of inner strength and many widely 
believe this, as a matter of principle, as I did. But now I had experienced it and done 
so with amazing clarity and certainty, in a way that was not attached to ritual prayer 
or to any one religion. Strangely enough, there was ad hoc representation of two faith 
persuasions in the vicinity -  myself as a Muslim and a hearse passing by which had 
flowers in the sign of a cross inside it. I made a connection as a person and in a 
spiritual manner, and the experience that followed can only be described as ‘heart- 
stopping’ and I was awed into standing still. Since then, this experience has surfaced 
for me at significant moments, whether in relationships or my professional work, and 
it has enabled me to make decisions that have been the more reasonable ones. What it 
brings up to scmtiny for me, in those moments of reflection prior to decision-making 
is the whole aspect of ethics and morality that is innately tied up with any decisions 
we make.
There are times when we have to make choices that do not appear to ‘fit’ narrow 
moral standards and yet, we know them to ‘fit’ the bigger moral picture. And this has 
been part of my growth enabled by experiences of the sacred -  I have leamt that 
sometimes one takes a path that leads to a moral decision which is a bigger issue than 
the smaller, not unimportant but less significant one that preceded it. And I began to 
expand from the inside -  I felt this expansion grow as I began to leam further from 
these experiences. Another advantage began to open up as soon as I became 
conscious of my ability to witness, recall and leam from such moments, and that was 
to see deeper meanings unfold from these same experiences, so that once again, the 
same experience was able to afford me another moment of wonder. Because now my
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understanding of it was deeper and my intellectual capacity much broader so that I 
was able to reconcile my spiritual, intellectual and emotional dimensions and bring 
them all to bear upon my reflections.
And here, I believe I can bring up a comparison that will not be presumptuous 
because in the end, all the great scriptures are meant for human beings and to be used 
by them according to their needs. According to my understanding, and this may be a 
cultural interpretation, the Books of the three great monotheistic religions, the Qur’an, 
the Bible and the Torah, are all also meant to be read and re-read, but not in a passive, 
rigid and static manner. They are meant to be read as an unfolding. As one’s spiritual 
and intellectual capacity to question grows, so does our capacity to understand, and 
once upon this path, with each new understanding, there is a new unfolding of 
meaning, (Levinas’s (1961:26) ‘infinity as produced as revelation ... positing of its 
idea in m e\ (Levinas’s emphasis) that is, the unfolding of another layer of meaning so 
that one begins to understand the dynamism that is concealed within these 
‘revelations’ which open up to further understanding. This is more or less how I see 
my experiences of the sacred -  at six years of age, I hardly understood the first 
remembered experience, but through the years and through acculturation, education, 
growth and development of the spirit, numerous experiences, the layers began to peel 
back and my questioning grew correspondingly to the point when this thesis shaped 
itself into the question ‘can we leam the sacred’. But I found that before I could 
experience the Being as immanent, I first experienced it as transcendent. This was 
also how my experience transformed into a knowing and then a leaming which 
became conscious and was then translated into action. There is of course the question 
of how and where we encounter these experiences, which we shall explore in more 
detail in the following chapters. However, it may be useful to touch upon it here in 
order to understand how we give meaning to these experiences and how individuals 
might interpret them differently.
Human beings’ innate ability to symbolise means that the doer and the observer could 
be ‘seeing’ different things, that is, interpreting different meanings out of the same 
phenomenon, possibly what might account for my insight about the sacred being at 
the heart of leaming which prompted this thesis about ‘seeing beyond the obvious’, an 
idea that also formed the underpinning to my previous research and which I have
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progressed in this thesis. Leaming the sacred and understanding the sacred in real 
terms could mean not having to live in ignorance and not having to accept the tacitly 
imposed limitations on leaming. I believe my own experience and concept of 
leaming, resulting from experience of the sacred, has shown that very clearly. There 
is a clear connection with metaphysics, which in traditional Indian psychology, was 
always at the heart of any exploration of the soul or the spirit.
It is precisely this non-acceptance of passivity and routine thinking that informs the 
thesis throughout. Whilst each chapter’s key focus is maintained, the concepts are 
nevertheless intertwined with those of the preceding and even those of the following 
chapters because that is the nature of this inquiry. And therefore what is required is to 
remember that this is an interconnected thesis - the concept of the sacred provides the 
connective tissue for the rest of the concepts and the concept of beaming as 
questioning, not answering' provides the impetus.
It is important to mention another point that is quite cmcial to the thesis and that is the 
way in which some points are made. An example would be ‘memorisation’ in this 
chapter, or ‘contemplation’. Both these concepts are understandable within a model 
of leaming, indeed, Jarvis (1992, 2004) talks of both in his model. They are examined 
in a multi-dimensional manner in the thesis within the context of its original meaning. 
All the key themes and concepts are looked at within the concept of leaming just as 
they are within the concept of experiencing in the chapter on experience and the same 
will apply to the chapter on the sacred. In this way there is a sense of bringing all the 
key concepts together and moving along with each new consecutive theme adding to 
the newly extended understanding of the thesis which is organically and experientially 
‘living’ a transformational model of leaming. Once again we need to remain open to 
what is emerging and leave the window of awareness open much wider than is usually 
done in our taken-for-granted way of living. Perhaps if we look briefly at existing 
ways of making sense of our experiences, we will, by extension, begin to understand 
the process of leaming that comes from them much more lucidly.
Claus Janew says in his article 'Omnipresent Consciousness and Free Will' (1995, 
trans.Mary Rose, Magazin 2000 Nr. 106.) that the problems associated with a really 
conscious decision do not disappear by mixing determination with a touch of
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coincidence. Both must enter into a higher unity. In so doing it will emerge that a 
certain degree of freedom of choice is just as omnipresent as consciousness and 
therefore an inherent part of reality itself. My moments of synchronicity clearly 
demonstrated this and within that harmony, I realised that I was in the flow and that 
there appeared to be a seamlessness to what was happening then. But how do we 
even begin to articulate this?
Take language for example - a sentence and the words that make up the sentence. 
The words merely define the totality of the sentence which ... is thus simply the 
structure that defines its deeper content. On the other hand, no statement could 
acquire meaning without expressing itself in some kind of structure. It would be, as 
Janew says, 'nothingness'. No matter how far-reaching the associations may be, the 
respective whole can only be perceived by conscious or sub-conscious feedback 
between the individual parts and the interaction between the individual pieces of 
visual information. This is how everything is perceived. As Janew (1995) says, 
without containment by feedback, every effect would be minute - in terms of space 
and time. There would be no space, for this is only specified by objects. There would 
be no structure for this can only acquire wholeness through the ‘retrocognitive 
interaction of its parts’. There would be nothing perceptible at all because we can only 
perceive parts in their totality -  in other words, we experience as in a gestalt, 
otherwise there is no meaning attached to it to make sense of our world. It cannot be 
completely reduced to parts which would mean ultimately -  to nothing. Tt is only 
containment that lifts the object out of the infinitesimal into existence’.
But how is this brought out of the infinitesimal into more finite space? I could not 
have experienced the mystery if the space had not in some way been ‘made’ of the 
world, so that it impinged upon my world significantly enough that I noticed it. And it 
does not always have to be a physical noticing -  it can be a physical sensation or it 
can be felt in the heart or the spirit, in either case it still has to become part of my 
noticing world -  and for me this took place as an internal noticing that made the 
experience of the sacred possible, what I understood at that point as experiencing a 
mystery. It is important to understand the role of language in experience in terms of 
non-verbal language, which is the context of such experiences, as I discovered. I 
would like to flag up this ‘internal noticing’ as the most immediate context of leaming
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that this thesis is in the process of investigating. Mead in Jarvis (1992:42) says that ‘it 
is important to recognise that to which the word refers is something that lies in the 
experience of the individual without the use of language. Language does pick out and 
organise the content of experience. It is an implement for that purpose.’ To that I 
would add that tacit knowledge is what the self possesses or responds to. Again, 
Jarvis (1992:42) says that ... mind develops through leaming. The fact that mind is 
teamed has implications for other human variables, including self and intelligence .... 
it is possible to argue that intelligence is the ability to respond to experience, so that 
different types of intelligence may involve the ability to respond to different 
experiences.’ And again, ....intelligence is based on the ability to respond to life’s 
experiences’.
To add another voice here, Cattell (1963 in Jarvis, 1992:43) distinguishes between 
fluid and crystallised intelligence. The former is intelligence that has a biological 
basis, whereas the latter relates to experience, which again suggests that intelligence is 
leamed and social as well as biological’; and Strauss (1964 in Jarvis, 1992:43) states 
that ‘mind and intelligence are not constituents of the brain from birth. Mind is not a 
static phenomenon; it is always emerging ... we must ... get an inner individual 
experience from the standpoint o f the social acts which include the experiences of 
separate individuals in social context wherein the individuals interact'. Like 
Heidegger, Jarvis believes that ‘essence emerges from existence into humanity .. .only 
when this consciousness exists can the self become an object to itself, which makes it 
distinct from other living beings that may have no self-awareness’. In this sense I 
think Jarvis is right. If, however, one believes that essence precedes existence, then in 
this instance self is both subject and object and the subject should become immersed 
in the object. Jarvis has also said that the self should first become an object to itself 
before it can begin to understand itself.
Janew (1995, Magazin 2000) talks about how information and leaming about its 
infinite surroundings that is ‘enfolded’ (David Bohms’ term) remains largely hidden 
and is blended into an 'infinitesimal enfolding’. Thus the infinitesimal-stmcture does 
not really define simply the unity of the respective forms of existence as they appear 
to be on the surface but also that the most atom-like containment includes within itself
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the information for the enfolding of the entire universe much as when William Blake 
(1757-1827) said:
To see a World in a Grain of Sand 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour
"Auguries o f Innocence"
This, however, ‘normally’ only takes place in limited form in everyday living as a 
relatively simple phenomenon in our reality unless our consciousness of this 
happening is further awakened and that sense of awareness is alerted on an ongoing 
basis -  which is possible as has emerged from my experiences. Also, when this 
‘enfolding’ is opened up during extra-ordinary moments, we experience a profundity 
that would otherwise remain tacitly part of our progression through life but without 
the conscious knowledge that becomes possible through awareness of such 
experiences.
It is also not simply a question of assuming that an individual is what Chapman 
(2003) has called a meaningful unit of reality although one is so to an extent, but that 
is so on an evolving basis, a constantly renewing meaningful unit of reality. This 
assumption of course would include that the individual is, to an extent, self-aware of 
their own reality in relation to external realities about which they would have 
individual perceptions and beliefs which, by dint of being an individual and by 
necessity, interacting with and within the environment, they would be. If these 
assumptions can be understood as being within the current context of time, society 
and global situation at any given time, then these should not become problematic. 
This is not intended to be simplistic, simply that there are other issues here and other 
perceptions of individuals which would need to be taken into account to explore this 
notion thoroughly. However, the concept of individuality in juxtaposition with 
society is not the point here, more the notion of seeing the individual as a human 
being with an extremely complex set of internal processors which enable us to work 
and develop our capacity to leam from our inner being and how the external spaces
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can act as symbols of reinforcement for that development. But how do we proceed in 
that development? What informs us about which choices to make, how are these links 
enabled? And what does knowing this, ethics and morality have to do with 
understanding leaming the sacred and meaning-making?
4.5.3 Ethics and Morality
Throughout the thesis, implicitly or explicitly, we find that ethics and morality play a 
role within the argument and discussion of experience and leaming the sacred. Plato, 
Kant, Schopenhauer, Durkheim and others have all seen this context as an inseparable 
part of the sacred. Both Schopenhauer and Wittgenstein also saw a link between 
ethics and aesthetics as did Kant who in his Critique of Judgement suggested that 
beauty is a ‘symbol of morality’. Schiller (cf. Schopenhauer, ed. Janaway, ed. 1999). 
took this further and came up with ethics, as much as aesthetics, evolving around an 
attitude of contemplation and that the link between the two is enabled by an ‘ineffable 
insight into the nature of the world.’ It is not difficult to see the link when we 
understand that etymologically the word ‘beauty’ is derived from the word meaning 
‘the whole’ ‘the good’ and ‘the ideal’. Given the meaning of the word, it is easy to 
see it within the context of the sacred, the spirit and the senses all of which are present 
in different degrees in the experience of beauty. In fact, beauty itself is an intemal 
skill of experiencing through which we hold a dialogue with the object perceived. We 
see a clear link being made here between ethics, morality, symbols, contemplation 
and experience of the ineffable in the extemal world and this is also the link within 
the context of leaming.
Bachelard’s ‘totality’ and ‘infinity’ (Levinas’s terms) of the human being takes place 
within a context, whether of one’s origin or one’s creation in the physical world; and 
the base of this social being rests upon one’s code of ethics and morality. This is also 
where Murdoch (1997) places her emphasis. When she talks of conducting our lives 
within the context of the Good, what she is talking about is ethics and morality. When 
we talk of the Good, we are naturally talking about ethics because we bring in the 
concept of the will which makes the choice of living within the Good. But Murdoch 
(1997) proclaimed that the Good and not the Will, is transcendent -  Schopenhauer, of 
course, is in total opposition of her in the sense that he insisted on the dominance of
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the Will over everything else although he saw the role of ethics and morality as a 
necessary one through the Will. Plato regarded the Good as universal and Kant 
thought of it as a categorical imperative, independent of altering circumstances. A 
universal and ethical ideal is present in all human beings within which good and bad 
(evil) are enjoined. This perspective may not be a universal one but it has 
considerable significance and it is, in fact, similar to the position that the sacred, 
which is at the innermost core of the human being, can be activated. One could also 
conduct an immensely interesting study on the “innateness”, or otherwise, of an 
ethical code of conduct.
Bachelard’s (1971:xxviii) clear indication of his ethics in the form of good is seen as 
the ‘real’ and the ‘unreal’: for an image to be truly imagined it must contain a ‘truth 
about human reality’. For Bachelard reverie is gained through a constant practice of 
'surveillance de soV (xxviii) and many hours of reading and writing as a discipline. 
For learning of the sacred also, this constant practice of 'surveillance de soV has to be 
undertaken for it is in this constant awareness that the doors of learning open up to 
scrutiny, an apt metaphor. Bachelard does this through language but stops short much 
earlier. He sees this scrutiny as possible only through language which enables poetic 
imagination and reverie to tell its story of the inner self. Gadamer (1976:103) sees 
language as ‘being that can be understood’ and the universality of the hermeneutical 
perspective as all-encompassing, inclusive of the language of art which is constituted 
by the ‘fact that it speaks to the self-understanding of every person’.
To this end, Goethe’s (1786) statement that everything is a symbol is the ‘most 
comprehensive formulation of the hermeneutical idea’ and that whilst everything 
points to another thing, this ‘everything’ is not an indication of what each being is, 
rather it is an ‘assertion as to how it encounters man’s [sic] understanding’. What we 
seek to discover through hermeneutics is the ‘universal relatedness of being that is 
concealed from human eyes’ and therefore needs to be discovered. In a way, this 
usually happens through the experience of art because an individual art work 
represents and is symbolic of the whole, an idea we shall explore later. Suffice to say, 
for now, that art works reaffirm us and then ask us to transcend ourselves and our 
culture. This is also where our experience opens up a window where learning occurs 
through understanding, even if only partial, and transcendence of the old self.
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Bachelard’s (1971 [1957]) philosophy in terms of reverie and imagination and his 
poetics of space could be discussed within the context of experience or within that of 
symbolic language and expression. However, he describes his poetics, first and 
foremost, as a form of experience. Poetic consciousness forms and informs his 
thought process and one can imagine all his experiences as they flow from this 
consciousness. Strictly speaking, his works would fit into any of these contexts as 
well as that of the concept of sacredness as it is well known that the poetic mind 
generally presents the truth as is and is therefore almost in a sense, playing a 
‘revelatory’ (as in unfolding the meaning) role. Both, the temporality as well as the 
limitlessness of time, are portrayed here. Space and its proportions is not an alien 
concept to an imaginative and creative mind and knowledge appears in many forms.
According to Heylighen (cf. von Glaserfield, 1991), epistemologically, the trend has 
shifted from a static, passive view of knowledge towards a more adaptive and active 
view. Knowledge has apparently been perceived as being the awareness of the duality 
of subjects and objects which means that meaning is intrinsic to objects, and 
knowledge is a reflection of a connection to reality. In this particular tradition, as 
discussed earlier in this chapter, knowledge would represent a ‘real’ world that is 
thought of as existing independently of the knower. I have presented the thesis’s 
position of the fusion of the subject with the object. Also, this knowledge could only 
be considered true if it correctly reflected that independent world, von Glaserfield 
(1991) sees this perspective as experiential constructivism as does Bruner (1990); to a 
degree I think this is true but the overarching perspective of constructivism has to be 
that of the existential one. I am not a constructivist but do find certain aspects 
relevant to the thesis.
The constructivist approach taps into that most important of qualities, innate curiosity, 
about the world and how things work, that is the lynchpin in the search for 
knowledge. According to von Glaserfield (1991), if the view is adopted that 
knowledge is the conceptual means to make sense of experience rather than the 
representation of something that is supposed to lie beyond it, this shift of perspective 
brings with it an important corollary: the concepts and relations in terms of which we
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perceive and conceive the experiential world are necessarily generated by ourselves. 
In this sense we are responsible for the world we are experiencing.
As Pir Vilayat Khan (2000) has said, conceptual knowledge veils transrational 
knowing - contemplative insight occurs when the clouds part revealing the vast 
splendor of the sky. When ‘the clouds part’, moments of disjuncture take place and 
we experience profound moments. When I experienced the mystery, it was like a 
continuous drumroll, when I had that experience on the road with the hearse and the 
wind, there was a moment of disjuncture, when the ‘clouds parted’ and suddenly I 
was witnessing myself having the experience. The bind, Pir Vilayat says, is in the 
mind and not surprisingly, advocating as it does ‘out-of-routine’ thinking, this thesis 
attempts to remove this ‘bind’ or at least loosen it. Perhaps it is inevitable that we 
keep returning to the same questions:
What are we doing when we say we are ‘learning’ these things -  or are we in actuality 
‘reinforcing’ them? Or is learning something we carry around in our mind? How do 
we then construct the sacred? Is learning the transformation that occurs through 
experience of the ineffable? Or is this transformation more specifically because of 
our response to that experience? In other words, is the learning contained within the 
empirical context or is it within the a priori context, in the ultimate analysis, or is it 
that both contexts are necessary for the full transformation of the being to take place?
This does not mean, however, a regression into the cognitive dimension of learning 
theories as that is not the focus of the thesis. It is important to note that whilst we 
may define and interpret our experiences, it is not always possible to explain them 
fully. What makes such experiences significant within the context of learning is their 
contribution to the process of transformation of the being if one is consciously and 
actively ‘present’ to them. This is important when we relate the learning to 
personhood which Jarvis elaborates on comprehensively in his work. This is more 
possible initially on the sensory level because at this level, experiences can be 
replicated and therefore experimented upon. The response by the spirit to sensory 
experiences can extend into the emotions and thereby the imagination. Imagination 
plays a major role in emotions which are indisputably brought into play when touched 
by symbolic expression such as poetry and art, images and sound and architecture.
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The response is generated deep within the self and a very curious happening 
sometimes occurs -  the soul is touched by the inner energy of an external symbol
4.6 Conclusion: Can the Social Construction of Society explain the Unknown?
We see the theoretical orientation to be broadly within that of hermeneutics and 
phenomenology with elements of constructivism. We assess experience of sacredness 
through aesthetic and spiritual values within the context of experiential (at least 
initially) learning by documenting the conditions that produce them. Values are seen 
as spiritually as well as socially constructed and having looked at the nature and 
meaning of experience, the nature and meaning of learning we are now pointed 
towards giving meaning culturally. We arrive at this point with an understanding of 
how culture has played an inevitable part in most areas of our experiences and 
learning and we now need to take this understanding further to explore how we give 
cultural meaning to our experiences.
We looked at meaning in all the preceding chapters and have come to the 
understanding that we give meaning culturally. This is, in a sense, akin to putting 
together a jigsaw puzzle as we build a picture of how we experience and how we 
leam, which components make up the ordering of these processes how we experience 
it and the key components that make up the ordering of the processes as an attempt to 
explain the ineffable, the inexplicable and the unknown. We have made connections 
between experience, interpretation, ‘giving meaning to’ and learning, all of which 
point us to the question: how do we then explain the unknown and how do we give 
meaning?
Learning from my experience of what I call the ‘sacred’ (not from just any 
experience) is a key issue here - 1 leamt from the experience because I had a primary 
experience which I interpreted culturally within context of my faith community which 
gave me theology, making possible a secondary experience which I leamt to interpret. 
So was this learning from the secondary experience impacting upon the primary or 
was it the other way round? Behaviorist theories do not allow for this -  the only 
theories that do are the experiential and transformative type of theories as we saw in 
these two chapters on learning (also see Appendix II). Secondary experiences
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enabled by our primary texts, have nurtured my understanding. I experience on a 
continuous basis, learning and interpreting, not only cognitively albeit with 
limitations, but more particularly I do so through the non-rational faculties, through 
emotion and through the spirit.
We began this chapter with certain understandings including what I know I know, 
what I think I know, and what I know I don’t know. I can now add another pointer to 
these three, which is :what I don’t know I know - did I access learning or meaning 
that was ‘revealed’ to me or which was an inspiration from beyond my own being? If 
the sacred is at the heart of learning, then do I carry the ‘kernel’ of this learning within 
my inner being? Is there a way I can access this latent learning to make it work for 
me cognitively? All of the above point me beyond myself because in each one of 
them, a disjuncture and a discontinuity takes place that leaves me with further 
questions and a need to keep searching for answers that appear elusive. None of the 
above pointers are magical but they are all a result of experiences that were magical 
and that carry a sense of the mystery.
As I became more cognitive I found that it was hard not to give a faith community 
interpretation, we live in a cognitive society and a cognitive explanation dominates, 
whereas as a six-year-old, I did not have that faith. My experience was simply 
something that pointed me beyond the obvious, beyond myself. Once we have fused 
the two, the primary and the secondary experiences, the meaning almost becomes the 
experience -  as my experience of the ‘sacred’ which took place within context of ‘the 
place’ shows. The term ‘sacred’ was an interpretation that I gave to my learning from 
the experience which became the meaning for such ineffable and extra-ordinary 
experiences for me and which is the interpretation used so far. But then how do we 
recognize these meanings?
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5 Chapter V The Cultural Interpretation of Meaning___________
As I pointed out in Chapter 1, I am writing this thesis as a member of a faith 
community from which I imbibed a system of values and meanings and therefore I 
give my experiences an interpretation and a meaning that comes out of my faith 
community. However, as a social scientist, I have to ask: how relevant are these 
meanings given by faith communities, reflecting faith and knowledge, for others? 
And I find that this gives rise to yet more questions and therefore I have taken the 
methodological agnostic perspective to try and answer this question. Indeed, the 
agnostic may answer these questions, but there are always further questions. It is 
clear that we have experiences that are hard to explain apart from the faith 
perspective. We use God as an explanation to understand an experience of the 
‘sacred’ and we discuss this further in the following chapters on the sacred.
But how do we construct and recognize these meanings that we give to our 
experiences? We cannot separate the experience from the meaning, particularly with 
adults. Children experience differently and therefore interpret differently as I did at 
that young age. My experience remained vivid with me but I could not explain it until 
I was old enough to leam from secondary experiences afforded by the theology and 
culture of my faith community which enabled me to give my experiences meaning. 
But again, this led to yet more questions and yet more reflection. Secondary 
experiences become cognitive because they are leamt through the faith community 
and we leam to give explanations through the interpretations of the faith community. 
This then, is an act consciousness, that is an ‘intentional’ act. This differs, however, 
from the thinking which is not intentional and is ‘about’ something, thereby making it 
a ‘dialectical’ act in the form of a silent dialogue, according to Arendt (1971, 1978). 
These are our silent conversations with ourselves as well as the reflective thinking on 
what we leam and absorb from our faith communities and others around us. But 
primarily, these silent thoughts reflecting on our experiences, produce our more 
deliberate interpretations and inform our inner individual cultures. This also shows 
the deep impact upon human beings, of the cultural milieu surrounding the individual.
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The primary experience, however, tells another story, and whilst it is sensory, it is 
also affective. And within this lies an interesting question, one that we asked in 
Chapter II: the extra-ordinary experiences that we have -  does the primary
experience initiate the secondary one or does that process take place vice versa? 
Perhaps both are true. My experience began with the primary, including both sensory 
and also the affective and beyond the obvious in terms of cognition and emotion but 
also‘beyond my se lf. The question therefore became: what happened? And I found 
I could not answer the question or explain the experience itself, but I leamt from my 
subsequent experiences and began to interpret them, classifying them into the 
category of ‘sacred’ so that all such profound, moving, extra-ordinary experiences of 
mystery and inexplicable beauty and presence became the meaning of the word and 
began to represent the experience itself. But now we have another question. We have 
leamt about our own experiential processes as we give interpretations and meanings 
but how do we articulate those meanings so as to bring them to light and to the 
understanding of others? What is it that enables us to re-create those meanings?
We have come to the point where we must ask the question: how then how do we 
recognize these meanings -  and at this point we need to understand how we constmct 
meaning a little more conceptually so that we can answer this question of how we 
bring the meaning to light as well as recognise and re-create these meanings.
5.1 Culture as a System of Meaning
Jerome Bruner (1990:35-36) talks about ‘acts of meaning’ and explains it as ‘folk 
psychology’ which he explains as “a system by which people organise their 
experience in, knowledge about, and transactions with the social world”. He sees 
narrative rather than the conceptual as the organising principle and whilst the 
argument of this thesis concurs with the role of culture to a large extent, it does not 
see meaning as terminating at the cognitive level which is what underpins Bruner’s 
‘folk psychology’, or simply put, a ‘common sense’ psychology, much as it sees 
experience as constituted of more than Oakeshott’s world of ideas. I think this 
cultural psychology is very apt for the world of social relationships but this thesis is 
exploring a much deeper issue, that of ineffable experiences and whether it is possible
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to leam the sacred, and within that context, the understanding of meaning must go 
beyond that posited by Bruner.
This means that we need to flag up here the role of values and how and why one 
commits to those particular values. Certainly values cannot be prescribed on the 
obligation to society or even to communities per se and are often held deep down 
within one so that there is almost a sense of having no choice but to take a certain 
course. And yet, there are choices, at different levels, whether family, community or 
society, and if so, what then govems and influences the choices we make, seemingly 
intentional but in actuality from an integrated sense of commitment to what seems 
right, as Hans Joas (2000:5) puts it “not as a restriction but as the highest expression 
of our free will”. His question becomes very relevant here: “from what experiences 
does this apparently paradoxical feeling of an ineligible, and yet voluntary, 
commitment to values result?” This question becomes organically addressed in 
subsequent chapters as its connection with ethics, morality, the sacred and 
transcendence as well as transformation becomes clear.
We find that we express these values within a certain context, and that is the context 
of culture, not just the community or even the familial one but our own individual 
culture. Geertz (1973:89) defines culture as "a system of inherited conceptions 
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which people communicate, perpetuate, and 
develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life". This elucidates the function 
of culture as imposing meaning on the world to make it understandable. Bruner 
(1990:33) stresses the influence of culture on the individual, stating, "human beings 
do not terminate at their own skins; they are expressions of their culture." There is a 
constant dialogue between the individual and culture, with the individual searching 
and constructing meaning, and hence, building culture on an interpretive basis and 
making it their own individual one. This act of interpretation is crucial.
One way in which we find meaning is in the construction and interpretation of 
narratives. Bruner (1990:33) demonstrates that narratives are a construct of meaning 
and should be respected and that culture and the quest for meaning within culture are 
the proper causes of human meaning. Also that “the central concept of human 
psychology is meaning and the processes and transactions involved in the
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construction of meaning”. He bases this conviction upon two related arguments: 
firstly, that “to understand man [sic] you must understand how his experiences and his 
acts are shaped by his intentional states [his beliefs and desires], and the second is that 
the form of these intentional states is realised only through participation in the 
symbolic systems of culture”. Certainly this thesis agrees with his view that our 
autobiographies are understandable and explicable “by virtue of those cultural 
systems of interpretations”. But the thesis also then moves on beyond culture and 
questions whether within the context of experiencing the sacred, culture continues to 
play a part?
Luckmann talked of transcending man’s biological nature and Bruner (1990:34) 
reverses the traditional view and asserts that it is “culture, not biology, that shapes 
human life and the human mind, culture that gives meaning to action by situating its 
underlying intentional states in an interpretive system. It does this by imposing the 
patterns inherent in the culture’s symbolic systems -  its language and discourse 
modes, the forms of logical and narrative explication, and the patterns of mutually 
dependent communal life.” Narrative, of course, plays an important part in the way 
we experience and the manner in which we might initially take on that experiencing 
because the history of the object as well as our own histories are intrinsic parts of that 
‘event’. Whilst culture plays an ongoing and crucial role in the description of 
experience, can we be sure that it continues to play this role at all levels of 
experience? Does there come a time when culture parts company with experience?
I will discuss this in the chapter on the Sacred, because although interpretation begins 
with delving into our own backgrounds and social and cultural habitat, it is the 
position of this thesis that past a certain point, culture may not play that large a part in 
what and how we experience. I had an experience which was a primary experience, I 
gave it a cultural interpretation which became that meaning. But how do we translate 
our realities and give meaning to our experiences so that we understand them? We do 
this through symbols which give us our secondary experience because when we have 
an extra-ordinary experience, its impact upon our inner world is so significant that as 
human beings, we always seek to re-experience it, wanting to hold on to the extra­
ordinariness of the experience. And therefore we return to our earlier questions: we 
have leamt about our own experiential processes as we give interpretations and
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meanings but how do we articulate those meanings so as to bring them to light and to 
the understanding of others? What is it that enables us to re-create those meanings?
We find that we need the context to enable the re-creation of that experience and 
therefore we are pointed to meaning as symbol. The symbol takes many forms as we 
see in Part III and is capable of evoking a range of responses that are made possible in 
the manner of the symbol itself - as Aga Khan III put it, we cannot separate the 
symbol from what it symbolises. The suggestion inherent within the symbol offers a 
subliminal, or sometimes a more obvious, interpretation but ultimately leaves it to 
individual choice, more often than not tacit. Is the impact of the symbol therefore 
subliminal? Is that its intention or simply its result? We look at the concept of the 
symbol in Part III and elaborate further on the cultural interpretations we give our 
experiences as by necessity, culture and symbol are often found together. Suffice here 
to say that the only way we can make sense of the meanings we create is to have them 
embodied in ways that can re-produce them for us. And so we need to ask -  what 
would be the function of such embodiment or portrayal? To facilitate, illustrate or 
represent? We pick this up later in the thesis.
What about the interpretations that the faith community has given to such experiences 
-  are they satisfactory? We find that they possibly are within the community but in 
the secular world, those explanations may not be as satisfactory, and yet, there is no 
other way of explaining it, as even Habermas, a secular thinker, admits. There are no 
explanations - there are things that are inexplicable, and language has also been found 
to be incapable of doing so. We talk further about the role of symbols including 
language in Part III.
The six-year-old had a primary experience but for the adult, it is difficult to go back 
without explaining it; we leam a language to explain it, yet it is insufficient as the 
moment the word is spoken, it is found wanting. Mystics have explained it and have 
talked about it in a language that seems excessive, yet the faith community has no 
recourse. I learned the language and it allows me to express the meaning by giving it 
evolving interpretations, however, the language used by the faith community may not 
explain my experiences fully or properly, although it uses the language that is 
available. We see that Otto (1923), amongst others, has used similar language:
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fascinans, tremendum and mysterium. He has used 'numenous' to express the 
experience of the ‘Other’. All scholars have tried to explain the experience, all have 
talked about the sacred, for example, James (1902) who described it as ‘something 
there’ - they have all attempted to give meaning to experience of the mystery and the 
unknowable. I gave my experience a cultural interpretation and classified it as the 
‘sacred’ which, within context of subsequent experiences, I came to understand as 
residing at the heart of learning, and we have seen learning to be a necessary part of 
experience. The thesis that I am propounding is a contribution to that effort.
If I was writing specifically, as an objective, from the point of view of Muslim faith 
tradition rather than as a person whose faith community happens to be Ismaili Muslim 
(in a clear yet unobtrusive way) and if this was a thesis investigating different faiths, I 
would have referred significantly more to Muslim scholars, however, my thesis is 
about learning the sacred, not in terms of specific traditions but as part of the human 
condition. As I am investigating the question from the open perspective of 'can we 
learn the sacred’ whatever our beliefs, persuasions, whether as believers or non­
believers, I wanted to find out what scholars from other faith traditions also have to 
say, and have therefore referred to a wide range of scholars. I had to face the reality 
when I began the thesis that I could not give my experience a universal meaning 
although inevitably I had given it a personal and cultural interpretation based on 
repeated experiences. However, there is a possibility that I can do so now and in the 
following chapters we look at how we define the sacred.
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6 Chapter VI The Sacred I: Meaning and Interpretation of the 
Sacred
We see that there are certain parameters within the thesis, but the experiences are 
broader than those parameters. The experiences of the sacred are broader than one 
faith community. If I did not use methodological agnosticism, I would not be in a 
position to question my experiences and I might end up in a cyclical argument. I have 
taken this perspective to enable me to raise questions. I have taken an aspect of the 
Frankfurt School perspective in which critical social scientists, as in interpretive 
theories, believe that it is necessary to understand the lived experience of real people 
in context (Littlejohn, 1992:238-259), and have arrived at the fact that what I am left 
with, and it is a major issue -  is that of the language I have used to interpret my 
experiences - still points me to religious discourse. The theological language that I 
have used is not necessarily satisfying because it cannot capture either the experience 
or the symbol. It is this reservation that has led me to take up this perspective - 
although I personally am writing the thesis as a member of a faith community. 
Methodological agnosticism is about demythologisation, which is equivalent to a 
theological interpretation of religious discourse - which we will find may work or it 
may not.
The narrative of Adam and Eve is a universal one although its interpretation differs 
between faiths. According to a Christian perspective, God gave humankind the 
opportunity to be free and it ‘dethroned’ God and possibly the only way God can be 
reinstated is if humankind were to do that. This is a Christian perspective, and in fact 
Habermas, following the Hegelian perspective, sees Christianity as being the 
predominant source of such power and facilitation, as indeed did Otto. As a Muslim, 
however, I know it to be more inclusive than that -  that other religions are also able to 
facilitate this. I leamt through my faith community that Islam does not see God 
‘dethroned’ as much as that humankind is given free will that can be exercised 
through ethical choice and also the ability to align that free will to the divine will so 
that it can ‘find its way back’ to its Origin. This is a subject that could become a 
fascinating piece of future research on a comparative basis. However, in terms of the 
present thesis and the use of methodological agnosticism, I find that I cannot focus on
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one language only, that is the language of my own faith community, in a meaningful 
way although it must by necessity be the contextual one. Theological language shows 
that the experience is inexplicable. The interpretation that the faith community has 
given to such experiences is satisfactory within the faith community but in the secular 
world, those explanations may not be satisfactory, and yet, there appears to be no 
other way of explaining it - even Habermas, a secular thinker, admits to his inability 
to find a secular explanation. There is no explanation, there are things that are 
inexplicable, and language does not seem able to explain it either.
The other side of the story of the sacred is to simply assume that it exists, but as a 
social scientist, I cannot make that assumption because I am bound by the parameters 
of the research. What I did bring with me was the interpretation I have lived with 
throughout my life. I used that interpretation to refer to the sacred as I understood it 
and its related references like the unknown, the unknowable and the ineffable, and I 
did this for ease of reference where and when necessary. However, I did not assume 
the interpretation to be that of others and not wanting to lose this side of the story, 
having followed a logical sequence of argument, I now ask the question, 'what is the 
sacred?’ We need to understand what other scholars have to say about the sacred and 
I follow that with my own interpretation and definition of the sacred within this larger 
context at the end of the chapter. I have given a ‘sacred’ interpretation to learning and 
in this chapter we look at a number of definitions of the sacred that will enable us to 
explain more clearly experiences of the ineffable which we shall discuss more fully in 
the following chapter. We look at the philosophy underlying the concept of the 
sacred and how we construct the meaning of our experiences of the ineffable.
6.1 Defining the Sacred
We look at the definitions given by some key scholars within existing literature and 
carry on the discussion in the second part of the chapter on The Sacred.
Etymologically, the Cambridge International Dictionary of English defines it from 
14th century Latin as sacrare, that is ‘to set apart as holy’ and from sacer as ‘holy’. It 
also defines it as: “considered to be holy and deserving respect, especially because of 
a connection with God or a god”.
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The Qur’an (and related Islamic definitions)state that if, as God has said in the Qur’an 
(II 50:16 in Chittick 1989:364-5) ‘We are closer to him [human being] than his 
jugular vein’ then there is no doubt that although he is ‘veiled’ from humans, the 
sacredness of this force is everywhere and permeates everything. This concept of the 
nearness of God and illumination of the soul is, in this respect, akin to the 
illuminationist philosophy of Shahab al-Din Yahya as-Suhrawardl’s (1155-1191), an 
Iranian philosopher and Sufi mystic, known as the master of the School of 
Illumination. Izutsu (1971:299) quotes from Suhrawardî’s works, “What is conceived 
metaphysically as existence (wujüd) coincides with what is grasped in terms of the 
root experience as Light (nUr). In this context existence is light.” Here we see 
sacredness as Light and Suhrawardi’s most delightful works on the journey of the soul 
lie in his symbolic and mystical narratives such as ‘The Red Intellect’ and ‘The 
Language of the Ants’ or ‘The Whistling of the Simurgh’ (Schimmel, 1975:260). 
Existence, soul and knowledge are all seen as synonymous with Light within Islamic 
metaphysics and therefore the connection with learning at this transformative level 
which enables intellectual growth.
We have a more ‘grounded’ view from Grace Davies’s review of Thomas 
Luckmann’s ‘Invisible Religion’ (1967) in the Encyclopaedia of Religion & Society 
{accessed online 28/12/2003) states that: “Luckmann’s analysis itself, however, 
remains solid apart from the definitional debate: out of basic human processes emerge 
the construction of objective worldviews, the articulation of sacred universes, and, in 
some situations, the institutional specializations of religion. What forms these take 
and how they emerge pose important empirical questions. The theoretical position, 
however, remains unaltered: religion is present in nonspecific form in all societies and 
in all socialized individuals. It is part of the human condition.” (see also Chapter 1:1 
for author’s initial interpretation of ‘sacred’ which sees it ‘not just as a component of 
religion but as an active participant in the human being’s and society’s ongoing 
construction in terms of learning and finding meaning’).
This is corroborated by Rudolph Otto (1869-1937) in his classic Idea of the Holy {Das 
Heilige). In 1923, he launched the notion of the sacred or the ‘numinous’ as a 
category for understanding religion. He took this from the Latin word 'numen’
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meaning ‘the might of a deity, majesty, divinity’ to describe either religious feelings 
or the religious aspect attributed by those feelings to experiences and objects. He 
categorised the feelings as involving 1) ultimacy, 2) mystery {mysterium), 3) awe 
{tremendum), 4) fascination (fascinans), and 5) satisfaction. He saw the sense of the 
numinous as a feeling of ‘daemonic dread’ which is not associated with anything and 
induces a sense of the eerie or supernatural which makes one feel vulnerable and 
overpowered, what Otto calls ‘creature feeling’ (1923:10).
Otto's influence on thought about religion extends from C.G. Jung (1875-1961) to the 
"Chicago School" of history of religion founded by Mircea Eliade (1907-1986). 
Otto's influence, however, has not been as strong on the philosophy of religion, 
perhaps because he was primarily a theologian. In the history of religion also, Otto's 
own analysis is sometimes not credible enough at a certain level because of his bias 
for Christianity and his belief that other religions have less scope and potential than 
Christianity, much like Habermas. In the course of this thesis it will become amply 
clear that Otto’s mysterium tremendum is also existent in other faiths and he would 
have been agreeably surprised if he had better understood the potential and the 
greatness of scope for experience of the sacred in other religions also. However, 
having said that, Otto, in his understanding of the numinous which enables an 
extériorisation of experiences of the sacred, has made significant contribution to this 
field, of a concept that might otherwise not have been as well brought out.
Otto (1923:60-61) talks about the ‘spirit of the heart’ and how without this particular 
quality which he calls ‘this inborn capacity’ and ‘the essential thing’, apprehension of 
the numinous is not possible, and that is what 'sacredness’ involves, an apprehension 
of the numinous in the many possible encounters in everyday life. This is entirely so 
and not surprisingly, this can only be ‘awakened’ and not ‘taught’ because even the 
transmission of this from mind to mind is not of the ordinary. Otto goes on to say that 
there is no ‘innate religion’ which may well be true in one sense but there is certainly 
innate spirituality. The numinous is connected more with the spiritual than with 
religion per se. Religion, or aspects of religion, can and are taught and these are the 
external forms. The ineffable, which cannot be taught, in most instances in any case, 
unless one takes learning to meditate as a form of being taught, is an internal 
experience. The ineffable, therefore, can only be experienced and learning taken on
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board through the transformation effected. Otherwise the ‘awakening’ would hold no 
meaning. To awaken something in the spirit presupposes that there is something to 
awaken, therefore what we attempt to do is in effect, to recall that which the spirit or 
the soul has ‘forgotten’. If this is so, then the soul has an innate capacity for 
experience of the numinous, the holy or the sacred. And therefore, the question here 
becomes very significant: what is this innate human capacity to experience the
sacred?
We see that Mircea Eliade (1959:10-12) sees the sacred as ‘the opposite of the 
profane’ and that sacred power meant “reality and at the same time enduringness and 
efficacity” [sic] and that “the religious experience of the non-homogeneity of space is
a primordial experience a primary religious experience that precedes all reflection
on the world” (1959:20-21). Whether and how space is non-homogeneous or a 
homogeneous unity could be up for scrutiny especially within the context of 
architectural space as part of sacred art.
According to Eliade the breaks in space allow the world to be formed by revealing its 
fixed point and this is how space as we understand it is forming and how it is 
differentiated from the ‘original’ space from which it broke away. Therefore when the 
sacred becomes manifest, besides a break in the homogeneity o f space, there is also a 
“revelation of an absolute reality opposed to the non-reality of the vast surrounding
expanse  the manifestation o f the sacred ontologically founds the world’,
according to Eliade but whilst I agree with some of what he says, I am not so certain 
about his idea of the profane. Whilst the rest of the ‘non-sacred’ space might appear 
to be formless and ‘non-real’ there is no certainty that it is not potentially sacred space 
where an experience of the sacred may not take place. The earth and the mountains 
and the oceans are all manifestations of the qualities of the divine and are in 
submission to the Absolute -  if one accepts this then all of earth is potentially sacred. 
One way of identifying spaces where experiences of the sacred or religious 
experiences have taken place or may take place could indeed be what Eliade calls 
‘differentiated space’.
Another way of defining experience of the sacred is what William James (1902:xxi) 
describes as “a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what
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we may call ‘something there’ more deep and more general than any of the special 
and particular ‘senses’ by which current psychology supposes existent realities to be 
originally revealed.” He defines religion rather than the sacred and incorporates 
mysticism, repentance, saintliness and conversion within the definition. He believed 
in individual religious experiences rather than the principles of organized religion and 
ensured that his book focused on experiences rather than philosophy. He wanted to 
be clear that although he did not put much weight on the theories and creeds of 
religion, that he still believed that religion is ‘mankind’s most important function’.
This is thrown into relief by Durkheim’s (2001:46) definition of religion as “a unified 
system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart 
and surrounded by prohibitions -  beliefs and practices that unite its adherents into a 
single community called a church”. According to Durkheim (2001:xxii) “the sacred 
is collective, supple forces that can bring anything -  any object, person, or gesture -  
into the category of the sacred. Society as a whole (as opposed to an assortment of 
disparate individuals) is a ‘moral being’ that transcends its members even as it resides 
within them and fashions them”. Whilst part of this definition of society is true and 
also that much, rather than anything, can be brought into the category of the sacred, it 
is also true that the sacred is not ‘collective forces’ per se and that it is also 
individually experienced and perhaps even initiated, whether through an object, 
person or gesture. This resurfaces the question I raise at the beginning, 'Is it only 
when tribes come together that the sacred can be experienced?’ to which I would 
respond: certainly where there are common elements, there is the potential for people 
to have spiritual experiences at the same time and also there is no dispute about the 
interconnectedness of organisms, however, diverse situations produce individual 
phenomena and experiences which can be decidedly and irrefutably sacred.
However, this collective force that might constitute a form of sacredness, or which 
might generate an environment conducive to experience of the sacred, might lie in 
relationship -  a generative process is then developed through this relationship within 
which the ethical dimension of the being plays out its role and its interconnections 
with experience, learning and transformation. Durkeim (2001) sees the character of 
religious beliefs and practices as part of a framework within the universe which has 
two distinctly divided and mutually exclusive categories, those of the sacred and the
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profane, a concept that embraces duality, and is limiting. The idea that the two 
categories are existent is not in question, that they are mutually exclusive, is.
And whilst the definitions given above constitute some of the key known sources, 
there are others that also offer very lucid and, especially for this thesis, very relevant 
definitions including the following:
Sri Aurobindo (1914-1917) states that, “a timeless and incorporeal One became the 
ground as well as the dynamic source of the existence of a temporal and material and 
extremely multiple and variegated universe”, and for the sufi poet/philosopher, 
Jellaludin Rumi, the sema (dance, the ‘turning’) made possible a timeless relationship 
with God. According to the sufi mystic Aziz Nasafi (cf Elmore, 2004) “the spiritual 
world is one single spirit who stands like unto a light behind the bodily world and 
who, when any single creature comes into being, shines through it like a window. 
According to the kind or size of the window less or more light enters the world. The 
light itself however remains unchanged”. This analogy also serves to explain the 
different levels of inner knowledge that individuals attain, as some are satisfied with 
certain levels and feel they have ‘arrived’ whereas for others like the mystic Mansur 
al-Hallaj, even attaining Paradise was not enough until he had achieved union with 
God. Talking about this sent him to his death -  but it did not stop him singing and 
dancing all the way there! What is it that someone like him encounters that 
transforms them so indelibly, creating this desire in them to experience it at an even 
deeper level? I find it possible to understand only a fraction of their experiences, 
however, their examples do serve to highlight the potential experiences and broader 
learning that are possible for those prepared to ‘traverse the abyss’ or in everyday life, 
simply to remain more aware of this element in ordinary experiences. The 
prerequisite is the receptivity which comes from awareness and open hearts and spirits 
that are willing to meet the sacred. Perhaps it is time to look at mystical experience 
within this context a little further.
‘Sacred’ can be defined in many ways and Parker Palmer (2003, online) defines it as 
‘that which is worthy of respect’. He sees the ‘connective tissue’ of the sacred as the 
glue that ‘holds the fragmentation and chaos together’; MEESC (the Environmental 
Stewardship Commission) defines sacred within the context of space as “an
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experience of the divine in life itself, in the very landscape of all things” and in a 1998
compilation of people’s impressions, came up with ‘anything that is dear to you’.
6.1.1 Example of one experience incorporating several layers of sacredness
The sacredness of the experience was on many levels as this excerpt from my
experience of the Pyramids in Egypt shows:
• you could not remain ‘unaware’ or unaffected by the respect and reverence 
accorded to the Pyramids by the local people, mingled with their pride and sense 
of achievement for their ancestors. If you find resonance with this then you find 
yourself echoing that sense of wonder and pride in the achievements of your 
fellow beings which affects your response to it. The immensity of the pyramids, 
the sheer sense of strength and fortitude that seemed to emanate from every two 
and a half ton brick of stone, engendered a deep sense of sacredness that 
manifested in different ways. Otto (1923:66) also found a sense of the numinous 
in the Pyramids when he said “It is beyond question that the builders of these 
temples, and of the Sphinx of Gizeh, which set the feeling of the sublime, and 
together with and through it that of the numinous, throbbing in the soul almost 
like a mechanical reflex, must themselves have been conscious of this effect and 
have intended it.”
• ‘sacred’ in the sense of something ostensibly unachievable -  that has somehow 
been achieved and a sense of awe at witnessing it.
• ‘sense of sacredness’ at the nobility of the human being, his strength both iimer 
and outer, and the loftiness of his innate character.
• a sense of being a part of it ‘from the beginning’ -  the sacredness of something 
important that does not change with time -  of having held on to the inner 
‘immovable core’ within the ‘changing revolutions’ (Mohamed Iqbal, renowned 
Pakistani poet, 1873-1938)
• ‘sacred’ in the sense of Man as God’s creation, capable of this immense 
achievement which is proof of his capabilities and therefore how much remains 
unachieved? The sacredness also lies in the questioning that arises out of the 
experience.
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• there is a two and a half foot of sloping, crouching space to visit the tomb space 
inside the pyramids, descending crouching down a sort of ladder, standing upright 
in the bowels of the seemingly solid pyramid, and ascending once again crouched 
to reach the outside. That so many do it, responding to the human being’s innate 
curiosity and that ‘pull’ of something incredible makes one view the anticipated 
experience with awe and with dread, too, not the everyday emotions but tinged 
with a sense of overawe, a reaching beyond the self and beyond the fear.
• the sacredness is also contained in the context of the pyramids, the physical 
context, of the desert. Its vastness, the panoramic view of endless desert, yet 
within a stone’s throw from the city of Cairo, cannot but instill a sense of 
sacredness within one’s spirit, at being contained within the palm of this land.
We see above a number of ‘faces’ of the sacred all of which reflect the inner self. It is 
awe-inspiring to realise quite how much the sacred in reality is present in everyday 
life, and the above is an example of the number of ways in which one place can draw 
upon that sacred element to give us different experiences in that one space and 
correspondingly make possible the learning. This is a wonderful example of ‘space as 
capacity’ (Pir Vilayat Khan, 2000) that effortlessly became limitless and infinite, 
affording living experience of Levinas’s concept of totality almost unquestioningly 
and a sense of certainty of living within the infinity of being. What is it that makes 
possible such an atmosphere? It is this capacity of space, what we have also called its 
‘ability’ earlier in the thesis, that creates an expansion and appears to offer infinity. In 
other words, in space an expansion is formed of an element, Arewa’s (2000) ‘life 
force’ or the sacred which is invisible to our eyes and yet is palpable enough to hold 
those extraordinary vibrations within it.
Therefore, it is against the backdrop of these definitions of the sacred that I explore 
the meaning and construction of the sacred, including mysticism which is an 
experience of sacredness, and following which I offer my definition of the sacred at 
the end of this chapter. I have typified the spiritual and religious experience as 
experience of the sacred, although not exclusively so, as this thesis does not see the 
experience of the sacred as fettered by the boundaries of organized religion
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6.2 Mystical Experience within the Constructivist Perspective
The postmodern and de-constructivist approaches endorsed by Derrida and others 
state that modem philosophy of mysticism has ‘misrepresented a class of non-dual 
mystical experiences by interpreting them using a Kantian epistemology derived from 
studies of ordinary human experience’. Perovich insists that this philosophy is 
mistaken in assuming that mystical experience is narrowly human experience and so, 
is subject to the same treatment as is human experience generally. Indeed, we have 
concluded in all preceding chapters that the inexplicable still remains unexplained if 
viewed only through the constmction of social reality, and that we appear to be 
missing a link.
If we examine the experience of ‘crossing the abyss’, according to our primary texts, 
consciousness, the self as the razor-thin, censoring yet enabling bridge, and the distant 
horizon all become a homogeneous reality. There are instances of experience when 
we find ourselves in a state of perfect equilibrium, when the rhythm of being where 
we are is so perfect that there is no thought process involved, no desires, there exists 
simple continuity and the endless, or seemingly so, state of quiet joy. Past experiences 
may sometimes continue to draw us and we feel the pull of the contextual 
environment of those experiences, which include physical spaces, engendering a wish 
to re-create that experience. Experiencing a resonance with what one sees is one way 
for the inner being to grow; to be given an opportunity to manifest itself as an art form 
is another way of looking at it because that is what art is, it is the manifestation of that 
which seeks to be understood. Therefore it is necessary to have both, the provider and 
the consumer, the giver and the receiver. This is the order of the world for it is in this 
way that the unknown becomes known, the invisible becomes visible and the 
‘dreamer’ or ‘sleeper’ becomes the ‘aware’ and the ‘awake’, and according to 
Jellaludin Rumi (1207-1273): to the extent that we are able to receive unveiled light, 
we may behold with the eye of the vast Ocean of Reality that which is now hidden 
from the eye of phenomena (Nicholson, 1926). This highlights our participation in 
the choices we make, given the inherent code that every human being is bom with. 
The light is a gift, given not demanded, but the extent of receptivity is a choice we 
make -  hence the preparation and the learning from these instances of experience.
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Parker J. Palmer (2000, online) also sees the sacred as part of the lived-in reality of 
life and says that “it was a depression partly due to my schooling, partly due to the 
way I was formed in the educational systems of this country to live out of the top inch 
and a half of the human self, to live only with cognitive rationality and with the 
powers of the intellect, out of touch with anything that lay below that top inch and a 
half: body, intuition, feeling, emotion, relationship”. As sacredness lies at the heart of 
all things, for human beings, learning is as natural a part of that sacredness as is 
breathing. This is the message of this thesis. And to understand this, in Part II of the 
thesis, we look at what it might mean to place the sacred at the heart of learning, more 
especially here, through the experience of space and the example of architecture. We 
use architecture as a tool here because it was my context of experience of the mystery 
but also because it portrays a sense of ‘place’; it is a form of art, a living, everyday 
form of art which embodies cultural and spiritual values and is a receptacle for human 
lives including dreams, sadness, joy and happiness. All of human experience in 
reality is contained within space which constitutes one of life’s most important 
elements for the human being. We have talked of time and space in the chapter on 
experience but it is important to see space as part of the ineffable experience.
The 13th century poet/philosopher Rumi (Mafi and Kolin, 2001:2) describes 
experience of the sacred in the following verse:
I can fly for he has given me wings 
I can roar like a lion, I can rise like dawn.
No more verses 
For I am taken to a place from where 
This world seems so small....
There is the same effect in terms of time. Rappoport, (1999:216) talks about ‘time out 
of time’ which is what we might call the time when we are ‘led out of mundane time’ 
into the ‘extraordinary time of ritual intervals’; the moment prior to the change in 
variable and after it has its ‘desired values’, but the actual moments of changing are 
outside that time and during that period the ‘operant logic’ of computations and the 
processes of change are ignored, however, the values of the variables that enter into 
the computation, are contingent upon that change. This period of time is therefore 
outside of that normal time and is outside time as an interval. Transformation occurs 
in this interval which is not of a matter of either/or but neither/nor and continuity
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(Turner, 1969). These intervals that are marked by liturgical orders can last for hours 
or days or weeks but it is always possible to experience being in them, according to 
Rappoport, (1999:217) Several people have experienced this in congregational prayer 
and its effect has indeed lasted over weeks as described by a friend who shared his 
experience. He described it as ‘still feeling the specialness of that ceremony, the time 
of being in it and how he was still carrying it with him two and a half weeks later, that 
it was an amazing experience’.
Change occurs in both individual consciousness and social order and both are 
different when in these durations of ritual time as opposed to mundane time or 
structured time. The intervals are ‘free spirit time’, ‘special experience’ time, a time 
of becoming -  Turner’s ‘communitas (1969a:217) -  when the distinctions of 
discursive logic are overridden and participation in rituals encourages alteration in 
consciousness from the rationality that guides mundane, everyday activities toward 
states that Rudolf Otto (1923) calls ‘numinous’ and although discursive reason may 
not disappear completely, metaphoric representation, primary process thought and 
strong emotion become more marked and important. ‘Communitas’ is therefore seen 
here not simply as a state of mind but as society too. There is collusion between the 
state of mind and the social conditions in ritual experience. A kind of ‘re-association’ 
occurs within an individual as those parts of the psyche that are often out of touch 
with each other, become re-aligned and come together in the experience - 
psychiatrists may regard this state as a disassociation. This is a powerful outcome of 
experiencing the sacred and we often hear people talk about a similar re-alignment 
and sense of balance after meditation, which exercise in Eastern philosophy is the 
path towards inner union with the divine.
One place in which we can see the distinction between the two sides of the self is in 
Kant's notion of space as part of the a priori form of intuition. According to Kant, 
space is not a mere object of experience, but instead is that which allows us to 
distinguish between the objects of experience. Space here becomes part of the 
grounds of the possibility of experience; without space, there would be no experience 
at all. Thus, space cannot be encountered in experience, but must be supplied by us. 
We supply space, and then the objects of experience are laid out within it. Here, the 
transcendental self is the side of the self supplying space; the empirical self is the self
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that exists within that space, the empirical object we think we are. Are these 
dimensions of the self obvious to us?
How then do we go about attaining self-knowledge? How is it that we construct the 
sacred -  is it a mental process or perhaps even a social one? Maybe it is neither or 
both? Is it intuition, inspiration, imagination, an unfolding of further meaning or all 
of them intertwined? The ‘sacred’ or the unknown, is a happening that connects to a 
deep dimension of the being, that part of the self associated with or known as the soul. 
When this type of connection is made, the self makes a connection with the soul or 
the spirit and a certain type of learning takes place that enables the self to make shifts 
in its understanding of itself and to grow spiritually and psychologically. When we 
weave symbols into our lives, we leam to express ourselves which is an important 
part of hearing our inner self speak and exteriorise itself. But there is another 
dimension to this ‘hearing’ -  we also need to be heard by others so that we feel 
validated as individuals on many levels. This is the interpersonal dimension and this 
is where community is so important. Human beings are meant to live in community 
and to communicate with each other, to speak and be spoken to, to ‘groom’ each other 
so that each can grow to their full potential. To this end, Durkheim’s (1921) moral 
community and Mead’s (1934:138) ‘self-consciousness’ have a large part to play in 
an individual’s life. In this respect. Mead highlights an important point: that 
individuals have to see themselves as objects by bringing their selves into the 
experiential field before they can analyse themselves - as happened in my experience 
of witnessing myself that we talked about earlier in this chapter. At this point, the 
attitudes of others also inform us, and this brings into play the subjective element.
Human beings are interconnected organisms on an inner level, aspects of which 
become exteriorised as soon as one is bom. One is, however, an individual when it 
comes to responsibility and accountability for one’s actions and, to a large extent, for 
one’s spiritual and intellectual growth. To ‘see’ this learning, which is not simply a 
cognitive or rational exercise, we find external correlates, that is, symbols such as art, 
architecture, poetry and music amongst others, to enable us to constmct meaning for 
what is happening to us on the inside. It is within this context that experience of the 
sacred enables the inner world to interact with the extemal world.
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We therefore create our own experiences and our own worlds, we are responsible for 
them but we do not always understand them, because the experience of our meaning- 
making sense and our soul is a profound one. As I said in the preceding chapter, these 
are the moments that we call sacred, moments when we touch the ineffable and feel a 
presence. A  kind of learning takes place and there is a meeting of the psychological 
and spiritual aspects of the self. Soul is often perceived as the equivalent of the 
unconscious (in the Jungian tradition rather than the Freudian) which makes possible 
a connection between the spiritual and the creative imagination, much as Bachelard 
(1964) sees it. Wuthnow (1998:vii) defines spirituality as the “activity of developing 
a relationship with the hidden, transcendental realm of existence, the ground of being, 
God, if this is personified, etc.” This brings out the complexity of spiritual activity by 
seeing it as a relationship rather than simply a state and allows personal mythologies 
to play a role in the construction of our stories.
6.3 Sacred and Transformative Learning
Within context of the unknown we now have a better conceptual understanding of 
how the ‘sacred’ becomes transformative learning, underpinned by our earlier 
discussions on experiential and transformative learning. It may be useful to revisit 
what phenomenon means, which is more easily identifiable in everyday life. 
Recalling Heidegger’s (1977:74) definition, phenomenon can be defined as “to bring 
to light the totality of what lies before us” or as Derrida (1967) said, the metaphysics 
is understood but it remains to be read. And although Marton et al when talking about 
deep learning, were primarily concerned about learning with meaning rather than 
learning or understanding the sacred, what this thesis is positing is that the meaning 
that is gleaned comes from this deep down place within the self where the sacred cell 
resides. It also is the place from which emanates this sense of being on the right path, 
moving in the right direction, and most of all, from which comes the certainty. This 
proposed addition of the role of the sacred to complete existing learning theories taps 
into the tacit dimension of the self. The research question deals with both the ‘what’ 
and the ‘how’ of learning from the experiencing process. There is a dichotomy 
between the delimiting approach and the holistic one, which is the integrating one by 
the use of an organising principle, which in this case, is the art form of architecture. 
Awareness of latent (hidden) learning can also be seen as enabling the learner or
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experiencer to have access to further aspects of the learning situation. This can take 
place through the context of the experience and the meaning and implicit 
interpretation of the experience. This might, in the early stages, present itself to us as 
a phenomenon.
This sense of sacredness, as is the position of this thesis, is not only that which is 
possible through practice of religious rites and rituals but possible through life and 
living. The phrase, ‘we live, move and have our being in God’ perfectly and 
succinctly covers the sense of sacredness. And in agreement with Otto’s (1923) 
concept of the sacred (the holy as he terms it), the numinous is not simply that which 
is experienced within a religious or overtly spiritual environment as beautiful and 
sublime but covers also other similar experiences such as can be had on mountains 
and lakes or when reading inspiring literature including poetry or when listening to 
music. I would add that sacredness is also experienced in a child’s tears and in the 
appeasement of hunger or maybe even in a sudden gust of wind.
Einstein saw the mystical experience as the source of all true wisdom, thus subtly 
joining the scientific and the sacred in one experience. Yet again, one consciously 
participates in the profound meaningfulness and beauty of that which is at the centre 
of the being, as the eternal manifests in the temporal through our acts, values, 
presence and external form. Aurobindo (1983), too, states that mind attains its self- 
fulfillment when it becomes a pure mirror of the Truth of Being which expresses itself 
in the symbols of the universe. Life, when it consciously lends its energies to the 
perfect self-figuration of the Divine in ever-new forms and activities of the universal 
existence. These transrational insights are best expressed symbolically in art, poetry, 
music and architecture as, for example, in the writings of the Sufi masters Hafiz, 
Rumi and Attar amongst others; and through inspiring architecture such as the 
Alhambra in Granada, the Al-Azhar University in Cairo, the Ismaili Centre in London 
and Fatehpour Sikri, the red sandstone abandoned city of Emperor Akbar of the 
Moghul Dynasty in Rajasthan, India as well as the little-known but jewel-like 
buildings in places like Aswan in Egypt or in Tunisia.
Sacred space, therefore, is both the experience of a powerful and mysterious presence 
and also the interface between the ‘self and the other or the world’ -  not necessarily
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religious, simply a space within which one has an experience that is powerful enough 
to be out of the ordinary, often within a very ordinary situation or context, but 
unmistakable if one is attentive to what is being experienced. This becomes more 
evident in later stages of spiritual experience. Whereas in previous stages the spiritual 
is approached emotionally, imaginatively, abstractly, or conceptually, at the integral 
stage it is perceptible concretely as it begins to fuse with our consciousness. It starts 
off with, and continues to use, those concepts of imagination and emotion, including 
the intellect and the spiritual, and moves on to include the sacredness beyond the 
sacredness part of the now ineffable and indescribable experience.
Hollenbeck (cf. van Dusen, 2001) talks about the need to preserve the constant state 
of consciousness of the presence of God, reminiscent of the Sufi practice of dhikr 
(remembrance) which plays a decisive role in the way the mystic interplays with the 
world, religious identity formation and the interpretive nexus of the experience. One 
of Hollenbeck's objectives is to draw attention to the significance of ‘enthymesis’ 
what he calls the “empowerment of thought, will, and imagination as a significant 
process that shapes visionary landscapes” and ensures that a “mystic's experiences 
will appear to confirm empirically the truths that his religious tradition proclaims in 
its myths or scriptures, and transforms the imagination and will into 'organs' of 
supernormal perception”.
Empowerment refers to that ‘peculiar simultaneity between thinking and being that 
often operates during mystical experiences’ but which this thesis posits can also 
operate in an individual’s everyday responses to life’s experiences. Under such 
conditions experiences of the sacred or sacredness appear to have been constructed 
out of the individual’s thoughts or desires yet it is more likely to be his response to 
what he is seeing with his inner eye. The openness with which he is experiencing his 
then situation and his own awareness of his receptivity are powerful stimuli for those 
events to take place and the objects he encounters respond to his personal 
engagement. This also highlights two other points made earlier, firstly that 
knowledge does reside in the knower, and secondly, that it is also ‘out there’, in the 
form of signs and symbols for the use of the experiencer to draw out their own 
response from within their inner beings. This perspective reinstates awareness of the 
supranormal to the individual, the experiencer within the context of learning.
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Hollenbeck, according to Wilson, has followed Henry Corbin somewhat uncritically 
in this instance, nevertheless he has resurrected the imagination as a source of valid 
knowing and ontological intervention through empowerment, a stance that is fully the 
position of this thesis and is supported by philosophers such as Bachelard and 
Schopenhaeur.
Foucault in his interventionist style of engagement did not strive to provide a 
complete systematic analysis of religion but rather to raise questions and to 
problematise them, as in politics. His view of the role of the intellectual in terms of 
politics is easily applicable to other fields. Foucault (1984:265) did not see the work 
of an intellectual as telling others what to do but ‘through the analysis that he carries 
out in his field, to question over and over again what is postulated as self-evident [or 
taken-for-granted as in this thesis], to disturb people’s mental habits, the way they do 
and think things, to dissipate what is familiar and accepted, to re-examine rules and 
institutions’. This is the perfect recipe to attain transformative learning and as 
Foucault (1999:160) says, while the history of science is without doubt an important 
testing ground for the theory of knowledge, as well as for the analysis of meaningful 
systems, it is also fertile ground for studying the genealogy of subject.
There are two reasons for this. All the practices by which the subject is defined and 
transformed are accompanied by the formation of certain types of knowledge, and in 
the West, for a variety of reasons, knowledge tends to be organised around forms and 
norms that are more or less scientific. There is also another reason maybe more 
fundamental and more specific to our societies - the fact that one of the main moral 
obligations for any subject is to know oneself [which is also a prophetic tradition], to 
tell the truth about oneself, and to constitute oneself as an object of knowledge both 
for other people and for oneself. The truth obligation for individuals is a compelling 
enough reason to find out more about the role of the sacred within our lives and how 
it effects transformation.
Within this, where the ‘know yourself precept is given prominence, begins the 
hermeneutics of the self. A wonderful story is told of Seneca (ca. 4 BC-AD 65), a 
Stoic Roman philosopher, who at the end of each day, would take stock of his actions 
of that day and his conduct towards others including the manner in which he dealt
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with others, the words he used and whether he offended them when he meant to 
correct them. He monitored rather than judged his own actions. He thought of these 
acts more as mistakes than faults because they are bad adjustments between aims and 
means. The point for Seneca was not to punish himself but to memorise the rules he 
had to apply. This memorisation reactivates fundamental philosophical principles and 
the application of these principles would incorporate lessons leamt. If these 
principles were applied to active awareness on a continuum and to the possible 
experiences of transformative learning that might be encountered, there would be a 
greater possibility of maintaining an openness of spirit.
This, simply put, does not mean that it is always a question of discovering a truth 
hidden in a subject, but often of recalling the truth forgotten by the subject [the 
element of recall as raised by the thesis]. As Seneca said, “What the subject forgets is 
not himself [sic], nor his nature, nor his origin, nor a supernatural affinity. What the 
subject forgets is what he ought to have done, that is, a collection of rules of conduct 
that he had learned”. This is his ethical code of conduct which is tied to his moral 
code.
6.4 Conclusion: The Ineffable Defined?
As we arrive at this stage we need to ask: now that we understand what the sacred 
and experiencing sacredness is and how it connects to experience and learning, where 
do we go with it? We see that all of the disciplines - psychology, sociology, 
philosophy and anthropology are valid to learning the sacred. Missing out on any one 
of these disciplines would mean that we discard an important dimension of this 
complex concept. We see now that the context of the experience is always a part of 
the experience, because it is that context that puts a structure around the memory of 
the experience and which makes it possible to recall it. We see, therefore, that the 
context which in my own experience, was predominantly that of architectural space is 
an important factor in this research and is an integral part of my experiences. Does 
this make my experiences unique? How do others experience this phenomenon and 
how do they interpret it? It is a question that has been ‘in waiting’ in a sense. Whilst 
we have briefly visited Turner’s concept of symbolism as affects our experiences, we 
do not accept the limitation of the symbol to ritual activity and have gone beyond that 
into an anthropological discussion on symbol in Part III.
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We see that the connection is the building, there is a sense of mystery about the 
building, I had this experience, there was this atmosphere outside that I could feel but 
it was also partly prompted by the building and ultimately they were indiscernible, 
there was a fusion which led to my extra-ordinary experience. In terms of experience 
of the sacred, I can now also incorporate into the meaning that I was giving to what I 
was learning, understanding from philosophy and from theology, initially from my 
community, until I became an adult and was able to ‘spread my wings’, to ask 
questions, to try to understand my experiences and to make comparisons with other 
communities. I realised then that although I understood that the mystery happens, that 
the fact of the experience was real enough and attested to by other communities also, I 
still did not know what the mystery was and therefore, through the years, I leamt a 
language and began to understand that the community was giving a certain meaning 
to the sacred. And now, I do understand and can give a meaning based on many 
years of experience and within context of the wider community.
As we have seen, philosophers and theologians, both Muslims and Christians, have 
spoken about profound experiences and religious experiences and have arrived at 
certain understandings of those experiences. Scholars such as Otto and mystics like 
Jellaluddin Rumi as well as others including Schopenhauer and James and Eliade, all 
gave meaning to the sacred according to their own interpretations of their experiences. 
Otto who was an adept of the Christian Old Testament was a traditional Jewish 
scholar who has talked about the mystery in a way that I as a Muslim, can understand, 
in the same way that I, as a Muslim, have been able to talk about the mystery with my 
supervisor. Professor Peter Jarvis, who is a Christian Methodist minister and the same 
way that I can understand James’s expositions. Also, the understanding Paul Walker 
(1996) shows in his translation of Sijistani’s work and the complete harmony that 
comes across Anne Marie Schimmel’s work on Rumi and Islamic mysticism are 
testimonies to the underlying spiritual unity within the plurality of human beings.
The similarities of definition appear to significantly outweigh any differences there 
may be in understanding the sacred and the spiritual aspects of human beings by these 
scholars of different faiths and persuasions. It appears to me that the more we 
communicate and the more we dialogue across different faiths, the more clearly we
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see the potential connections between them. These scholars have attempted to be true 
to the experience and this may likely point to the fundamental issue of interpretation 
and dialogue.
I find that all these scholars give me similar, broad interpretations of my experience 
and talk about it as the sacred. As we saw earlier in the chapter, my definition of the 
sacred has also evolved and I have now been able to give it meaning as: a sense of 
acute awareness o f a state o f infinite grace flowing in and a tremendous sense of 
limitless capability resulting in an involuntary and all-enveloping feeling o f absolute 
submission and thanlfulness (to something beyond me). Having defined the sacred, 
how do we contexualise the ineffable experience within the everyday dimensions of 
life? We look at culture and faith, amongst other dimensions, so as to be able to 
broadly understand the above definitions.
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7 Chapter VII Contextualising Experience of the Sacred_________
Having defined the sacred, at this point, I am left with the reflection that in some way 
at a very young age, I learned about the unknown. Culture and theology could not 
provide me with answers although as I grew up, knowledge of theology and the 
cultural interpretation I adopted from my faith community provided important 
pointers through its sets of meaning which I imbibed and leamt about through living 
within the spiritual and social values practiced by the community that focused my 
pattern of questioning. And so, this thesis was bom and throughout my life, similar 
types of experiences occurred which led me to classify them as ‘sacred’. I found 
these occurred unexpectedly and very diverse situations gave rise to experiences that 
had a touch of sacredness in some way, some inexplicable ‘something’ that was ‘just 
there’. Perhaps the only way to sum it up is that they are a pointer, a ‘mmour’ 
(Berger, 1969), a suggestion, and there is something beyond the immediate, but it can 
be experienced -  and therefore, as we have seen, a teaming is effected. Basically, I 
have teamed about the unknown, that it exists: there is a mmour, a possibility. And 
therefore, teaming the sacred is not like teaming that ‘this is a table’, that this is one 
specific thing or another, tangible. I leamt that there are some things that cannot be 
taught directly but which can be leamt through experience - I can make an 
interpretation and give meaning to it.
We are left with a number of questions as we move steadily towards an understanding 
of whether it is possible to leam the sacred. I transformed the mysterious into the 
sacred. How did I do that? There was certainly wonder and awe in the experience, 
through emotion rather than cognition. Did I experience ‘grace’ or ‘the other’ and 
therefore ‘educate’ my self in some way? Or did I have such an experience in my 
memory and my experience simply rekindled the connection through experiencing a 
certain power? [Naturally this argument forces a dialectic relationship between the 
faith of a believer and the agnosticism, also the openness, of the enquirer].
We know now that the experience of the mystery that I had at the young age of six 
years did take place and although it happened to me as an individual, it was also 
within the context of group cultures, as I was part of a community of faith. Whilst that
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did not necessarily make me ‘religious’, it unquestionably made me curious 
spiritually. Over the years, I have come across other communities and have found 
that these experiences are not unique to my community - other communities have had 
them also. But I can only come with confidence and security from my own 
experience and my own community and therefore that was my departure point. I had 
an extra-ordinary experience that was a primary experience, one that became sacred 
for me. As I had more and more such experiences some of which are related in 
Chapter I, I began to give it meaning.
There are differences in the constituent elements of the sacred as identified by various 
philosophers but there are commonalities also, as we saw in the previous chapter, and 
these underlie most sacred experiences which provide useful insight in any effort to 
understand the sacred and particularly whether it can be leamt. Having realised how I 
(and others within my faith community) and other scholars interpreted experiences, I 
needed to understand if others also experienced such happenings in a similar manner. 
I had an experience and, having interpreted it at a deep, inner level, I leamt from it 
through the transformations effected by it, both inner and outer, as we see in Part III. 
I may not always have been aware of my inner transformations but that they took 
place was unquestionable as I saw through my outer transformation in my way of 
seeing the world. I stored the teaming and the inner transformation in my memory 
and as each subsequent experience built on and reinforced the previous, I began to 
give such experiences a certain meaning, a sacred meaning which appeared to have an 
inextricable connection with teaming as I moved from experience to experience. The 
primary concem is not to show the variations and differences in ineffable experiences, 
although these do, naturally, become part of it, but to understand characteristics of the 
experience of the sacred, in all its unity and multiplicity, and its capacity to impart 
teaming. We look at how and in what context we have ineffable experiences, that 
feeling of sacredMgjj, which is how we often encounter the sacred in everyday life 
and what really impacts upon our person.
Conceptual understanding enables us to grow intellectually so that we understand the 
experiences we undergo and that opens up active teaming for us, but we also need to 
understand what it is that impacts upon us in the moment of experiencing or 
happening and that is where emotion, intuition and the inner eye come in. And so in
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this chapter we continue to bring together experience, learning and the sacred, and we 
continue to look at how the emotion, the heart and the spirit are drawn into the 
experience; also the ways in which these inner experiences are projected so that we 
may be able to act upon the learning to effect more overt transformations of the being. 
This enables an understanding of how we draw inspiration from our experiences.
James (1902:467) defines prayer as ‘the general name for that attitude of open and 
emest expectancy ... the first principle that is ‘that grace flows in from the infinite 
spiritual world’. It is curious how similar the process of change appears to be to that 
of transformative learning as we saw earlier in Chapter III and O’Sullivan et al’s 
(2002:11) core definition of transformative learning which states that it ‘involves 
experiencing a deep, structural shift in the basic premises of thought, feeling and 
actions. It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and permanently alters our way 
of being in the world’. There is a natural affinity and interconnection between 
experiencing grace and ‘a deep cultural shift in consciousness’. I would go so far as 
to say that this experience of grace which is the experience of sacredness, is 
transformative learning and is as close to learning the sacred as it may be possible to 
get. It is what is induced in one during this experience that causes the transformation 
(a combination of the grace and the divine spark in the individual), those states that 
Schimmel (1975:129) talks about as bast, the experience of extension and perhaps 
intensification of the soul, and the other state of qabd, constraint, meaning the 
compression of the soul. The former causes expansion and gives one back to oneself 
through hope and in the latter the ‘T disappears and one is simply left with the sense 
of ‘overpoweringness’ (Otto, 1923:19) and complete submission [to God].
This thesis is not about believers and non-believers or faith and religion per se, it is 
about learning from experience of what we call the sacred that every human being, no 
matter what their persuasion, comes across and which acts as a window into a reality 
that appears inexplicable, yet inevitable. Certainly one might initially give such an 
experience any number of differing labels but the constituent elements remain the 
same and the experience remains indescribable and ineffable, yet the fact of the 
experience itself is all too real. In the end, one is compelled to acknowledge the 
‘mystery’ that is the experience and the closest thing it can be likened to in view of its 
sense of ‘the other’ is the sacred.
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Ian Barbour (1990:36) states that ‘the data for a religious community consist of the 
distinctive experiences of individuals’ and goes on to talk about the most common 
forms of spiritual experiences which, similar to Otto (as we saw in the previous 
chapter), he labels the ‘numinous experience of the holy’ and the ‘mystical experience 
of unity’. He describes the latter as the ‘experience of the unity of all things, found in 
the depth of the individual soul and in the world of nature. Unity is achieved in the 
discipline of meditation and is characterized by joy, harmony, serenity, and peace. In 
its extreme form the unity can be described as selflessness and loss of individuality 
the joy as bliss or rapture’. Awakening to this level of spiritual experience opens up 
the doors to higher learning which can be derived from those profound experiences of 
the sacred through the symbols we encounter. But as we have seen, the symbols are 
everyday things we encounter, space, beauty, nature, buildings, artifacts, music, 
books, words, language, amongst others that are more obvious and have religious and 
ritualistic connotations.
This way of looking at the concept of the sacred will unfold a fuller appreciation of 
the constituent elements within the sacred with implicit ethical connotations, and in 
particular, the mystery and its mystical qualities, as well as the contexts within which 
this might be experienced. Both action and inaction, as James (1902:404) elaborates 
on the practice of the Sufis, whether internal or external, are illumined by the light 
which proceeds from the prophetic source. It is when a prayer wells up naturally in 
the heart and is offered up with humility that the grace is drawn into the being as a 
constant stream of energy that makes the learning effortless and which enables the 
transformation of this learning into a usable knowledge.
7.1 The Sacred within the Context of Culture
We know now that it is not only through our encounter with religion that we come 
across the transcendent and the immanent through which we have and interpret 
moving, profound experiences. We have these experiences and place meaning on 
them by fundamentally interpreting them through something we take for granted -  a 
reflection of our own culture and our own history. But, as we have asked in the 
introduction to this thesis, how far-reaching is this influence of culture on these
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experiences that we call the ‘sacred’? Clearly there is a cultural interpretation to 
begin with. We are influenced and conditioned by our community and societal 
cultures .Beyond that, culture cannot play a part as the experience itself is ineffable 
and of the inner, spiritual world. Culture is an external framework which does 
impact, to an extent, on our inner culture but only up to a point. It informs and 
influences our ritual activity, not only in terms of everyday life and living but also in 
terms of how we pray, if we come from faith communities.
What that also presents is a choice. Culture enables us to ask questions in a language 
that is couched in terms familiar to others. This creates a safe and communicative 
context within which to explore questions such as the one I have been asking: can we 
learn the sacredl But that is a form and a framework. Culture can accompany our 
questioning to a certain point beyond which I am not sure we can even formulate 
questions -  and that is where language becomes limited, and experience is all there is 
to begin from, particularly, when our questions are from the metaphysical realm 
which we seek to explain in terms of the conceptual in order to show the learning. 
We come across moments that present us with questions we cannot answer and these 
are the questions that lead us to examine our experiences as the answers that we come 
up with fall within the realm of religion in many instances. When we talk of making 
meaning in the context of these experiences, the faith position would be to say that 
interpretation of the experience points to the fact that there might be something 
beyond the experience, but because we can never prove it -  tangibly, at least, 
although there are many recorded instances of the described experiences of people -  
we can say that there is a ‘rumour of angels’ (Berger, 1969).
As can be gleaned from a number of sources in the area of mystical experience, of 
which we examined a few in the previous chapter, it is clear that an immense variety 
of religious experiences abounds. James (1902), in fact, has also shown this quite 
clearly. The foundational assumption of the constructivist view (Katz 1983) - that all 
states of consciousness are intentional and culturally mediated -  cannot be applicable 
to all classes of spiritual experience, and this seems to be validated by the existence of 
what have been called ‘pure consciousness events’. We may assume that 
consciousness is always ‘o f something, however, these events, which have been 
recorded throughout history, involve a state of pure consciousness without content
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and therefore with no mediation or intentionality. Kant, in fact, whilst considering the 
issue of reality underpinned by thought, kept the notions of appearance and reality 
apart so that speculative reason did not detract from the process and therefore allowed 
the possibility of the “ultimately real, namely the eternal, to be held as the 
unconditional reference for moral and spiritual life” (Kant, 1965:29).
The experience of the non-duality of subject and object of knowledge has been 
reinterpreted by Kantians, inaccurately, as intentional, mediated experience greatly 
influenced by culture, in which the subject and object of knowledge are clearly 
distinct. Whilst I would agree that culture plays an inevitable and very significant 
role in the way that religious discipline is imbibed -  Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Christianity, Judaism, Islam and others all bear testimony to that - it is not an ongoing 
influence as far as spirituality is concerned as once certain levels have been 
transcended, there is no specific cultural influence. The transcendence becomes purer 
and free of worldly conditioning and although the spark within the soul continues to 
project its pull and also its responses to external stimuli, this is much more on a higher 
consciousness level than the everyday type of consciousness -  a state which can be 
changed. Aga Khan III refers to this awareness of the power of the ineffable in his 
Memoirs (1954:335):
Life in the ultimate analysis has taught me one enduring lesson. The subject should 
always disappear in the object. In our ordinary affections one for another, in our 
daily work with hand or brain, we most of us discover soon enough that any lasting 
satisfaction, any contentment that we can achieve, is the result of forgetting self, of 
merging subject with object in a harmony that is of body, mind and spirit. And in the 
highest realms of consciousness all who believe in a Higher Being are liberated from 
all the clogging and hampering bonds of the subjective self in prayer, in rapt 
meditation upon and in the face of the glorious radiance of eternity, in which all 
temporal and earthly consciousness is swallowed up and itself becomes the eternal.
This higher consciousness level is activated through those ‘objects’ that present 
themselves as ineffable experiences as we saw in the chapter on experience in how the 
contextualising of experience includes representation of the sublime; experience of 
space; subject and object, transformation beyond subjective experience, and the
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recognition of interpretation and learning. We have talked about how we experience 
the ineffable, its context and its nature, its composition, its inexplicability, and we 
have looked at how scholars like Otto and Schleiermacher, Bergson and Luckmann, 
Schimmel, Khusraw and Gadamer see these experiences. But now we need to 
‘unpack’ the experience of the inexplicable and therefore leam the unknown.
Human existence is not entirely explicable but this does not mean that mysterious 
things and happenings do not exist. Human existence is complex and full of seeming 
‘unknowables’ and therefore my six-year-old experience reflected something 
profound about the human condition. We have explored this throughout the thesis as 
it is a complex and multi-dimensional condition in which all key concepts play an 
interconnected role and have questioned the taken-for-granted dimension of 
experience and question why we see this as ‘normal’. Is it then the mystery and the 
awe of the experience that kept my own experience in the forefront of my mind? Did 
the process of reflection and contemplation enable the transformation? I know that a 
lasting legacy of that six-year-old experience has been that I have never accepted 
things at face value and have always believed that there is more than the eye could 
see, that we need to look beyond the obvious to leam further. An important thing 
emerged from this legacy with subsequent experiences -  that the tacit interpretation 
that takes place in the inner being in the moment of experience has much to offer in 
the way of teaming and that this can be made more transparent and used to enrich our 
lifeworlds. However, we also need to understand, as brought up earlier, that this 
teaming originates far beyond what is obvious and to acquire an understanding of this, 
it is necessary to go beyond the preconceived notion of how we leam and to 
understand how we experience what is not obvious, such as the ineffable.
As each new experience envelopes the old and the unconscious teaming becomes 
remembered in the memory, we connect it to the world of symbols through which we 
try and understand our experiences of what appears mysterious to us and which we 
have called the sacred. And once again we ask what these ‘objects’ are that we alight 
upon, whether visually, through touch, smell and sound, or through an indefinable 
pull that we cannot resist which takes us out of our normal, everyday mode of 
behaviour knowing that we have just had an extra-ordinary experience but that we 
were not able to articulate it or explain it. In the previous chapter, we looked at the
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symbol and language, in particular, to try and explain the ineffable, but found 
language to be inadequate. It is an arbitrary symbol and is therefore limited in terms 
of constructions of meaning and linguistics. It is almost a one-off representational 
symbol because the moment it has been said, the word has been used and cannot be 
renewed and recreated as we can the sacred. As Heraclitus said, we cannot step into 
the same river twice. However, we can capture the sacred and try and re-create the 
experience. This is why we need the symbol to represent it so that it can act as a 
reminder and very importantly, to give the experience substance. The experience can 
be re-created but no two experiences are ever the same, nor should they be because 
the ineffable is not one single, fixed and rigid experience. It is fluid and dynamic and 
works in alignment with the nature of the individual person.
I am not a constructivist as such, yet I find there is a sense in which we do construct 
the sacred in order to give and to find meanings that will explain these profound 
experiences to us. Many have tried, James has recorded numerous experiences as 
have Otto, Schopenhauer, Khusraw, Schimmel and others. Elusive as it is, we keep 
trying because we realise that the experience is describable only up to a point beyond 
which we cannot construct meanings -  only because we do not know what it is. 
However, one thing must be made clear here: this is not a ‘God of the Gaps’ situation 
at all, because the sacred is present whether we understand its meaning or not.
Otto (1923:63) talks about how the “numinous consciousness may be stirred by means 
of feelings analogous to it of a ‘natural’ kind and then pass over into these, or, more 
properly, be replaced, by them”, that in effect there is an awakening of the spirit 
which he says is not possible to simply ‘hand down’ as an instruction. As we have 
said earlier, this maybe could not happen per se but perhaps a propensity for it can be 
transferred as can be seen from many examples of Sufi fathers handing this 
inclination down to their sons. And this happens because the only thing we can 
transfer from reality are our perceptions and therefore, we try and do this through 
various mediums. As we saw, linguistically we are clearly limited although poetry 
has been an excellent medium that has managed to sustain the meaning of such 
experiences. Rumi is an amazing example whose experiences, recorded over 700 
years ago, still continue to sustain and enable others in their own experiences. And so 
we try and find lasting ways of recording our experiences that may continue to
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recreate those experiences on an ongoing basis - and I found that Islamic architecture 
is an exceptional representational model. When we talk about our experiences or 
translate them into other forms such as art and architecture, we manage to convey the 
meanings they make for us. And therefore we see that we consider our experiences 
sacred precisely because we are not able to construct meanings per se for all of our 
experiences, it is in the very nature of the sacred to defy limitations. And it is this 
subtle but all-pervasive quality of the sacred that holds the key to the interpretation I 
give it. This is one of those moments of realization that make any exercise 
worthwhile because it is seemingly beyond the obvious and yet is so vitally important. 
It is this quality of the sacred permeating all areas of living that means that even the 
profane is permeable and has the potential to become the sacred.
7.2 The Sacred within the Context of Faith
This is something that I can now understand - now that it has ‘been brought into the 
light’ as Heidegger would say - as having lain latent within the tenet that there is no 
dichotomy between the spiritual and material aspects of life which is the interpretation 
and theology that I leamt from faith community. There is an intertwining of identities 
in which the spiritual and material aspects of life are inextricably connected and 
impact upon each other although the spiritual aspect predominantly governs the lived 
reality. Values and attitudes are informed by internal identities and in fact, one of the 
key concepts propounded by Rumi in his works is that of personal identity - because 
in Islam, there is no dichotomy between one’s spiritual and material lives, ethics and 
morality might be spiritual values but they govern attitudes and behaviour which are 
manifested in action and therefore, deeds. The clearest and closest example of Islam 
in action that I can cite is the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) which 
embodies the principle tenets of Islam. And so there is no difficulty in intertwining 
these two aspects within the approach of this thesis.
As we have seen, the fusion of the methodical thought of Aristotle and the 
contemplative approach of Plato are both necessary to enable the merging of the 
intellectual discipline and contemplative spirit, which typifies the works of the Arab 
al-Kindi and the Persian al-Farabi (Alpharabius) and Ibn-Sina (Avicenna) and which 
this thesis is proposing as part of a learning approach. This was possible for those
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scholars because their own departure point formed a firm reference point for all 
essential aspects of reality, and this is the doctrine of the Oneness of God. However, 
this reference point does not need to be the case for everyone to be able to leam the 
sacred because the sacred is not only tied up with the belief in God.
Nasr (1989:74) states that the traditional perspective is so closely intertwined to the 
sense of the sacred, that it might be useful to try and define its meaning although in 
some ways that is difficult because “like tmth, reality, or being, it is too principal and 
elemental to delimit in the logical manner of defining a universal by means of genus 
and specific difference”. This is in a way precisely the position that the sacred 
occupies in the human being, however, the difference in the two perspectives is that, 
elemental as its place is, that in itself makes it the core and the seat of teaming. That 
is the idea that is being proposed by the thesis and that is being linked with the idea of 
‘being-in-the-world-with-oneself.
Martin Buber (1952:2) sees faith as ‘not a feeling in the soul of man but an entrance 
into reality, an entrance into the whole without reduction or curtailment.’ If this is so, 
then the feeling can be understood as an experience of faith rather than faith itself -  in 
which case it could be the experience of sacredness that is the indescribable and 
indefinable sense of the unknown. An example of this may be likened to a person’s 
‘presence’, an aura that surrounds certain individuals that is almost palpable but can 
only be felt or sensed.
Just as I questioned Otto’s view about ‘the other’ for being outside the self, I find a 
similar response to Buber that the sacred is an independent reality outside the self. 
That the human being has real and lasting encounters with the divine and divine 
power is understandable but not that the divine is outside of the self -  the total self, 
that is, not the subjective self - it is within the human being and within his potential to 
encounter this through contemplation and to leam its qualities and attributes through 
that experience so that the teaming can be tumed into knowledge -  knowledge which 
becomes part of the spirit which permeates all lived experience. Bergson (1913:233) 
says, ‘the tmth is that we perceive this self whenever, by a strenuous effort of 
reflection, we tum our eyes from the shadow which follows us and retire into 
ourselves.” The following scholars talk of their perspective on faith and relationship
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with God which address not only the sacred but overlap with the spiritual also. It is 
important to include these perspectives in view of the above discussion on Otto’s 
concept of the ‘Other’.
Buber’s (1952:2) example of Spinoza’s identification of only two of the divine 
attributes, those of ‘extension’ and ‘thought’, that is ‘cosmos’ and ‘spirit’, is 
understandable as God’s attributes are infinite. Spinoza introduces a very experiential 
way of contextualising this -  within the concept of love -  love for God, God’s love 
for man; Spinoza saw man’s love for God as God’s love for Himself, actualised by his 
creation which encompasses man’s love of God and God’s love of man. This brings 
to mind Rumi’s words about the Beloved saying “Your call of ‘where are you’ is my 
answer ‘here I am!” How we see these attributes embodied (whether we adopt a faith 
position or not) as well as our relationship with a higher Being which could be 
important pointers in the role they play in highlighting the sacred in everyday 
encounters.
In contrast, Hegel (1989: Chapter 4), although he accepted that everything that relates 
to man is as ‘God’s self-realisation and perfect self-awareness’ nevertheless believed 
that ‘God never enters into a living, direct relation to us, nor does He vouchsafe us 
such a relation to Him’. Buber (1952:19-23), in contrast, held the perspective of 
existential reality of the I and Thou. Hegel was also ambivalent about Spinoza’s 
'amor DeV: for Hegel the life of God and of the divine element might be described as 
love in love with itself but he insists that the pain and the negative aspect must be 
included for it to be acceptable to him. There must be negations so that there can be 
transcendence. Bergson’s (1913) point of departure is somewhat different in that the 
divine force which is actually encountered in life enters into the daemonic rather than 
simply hovering over it. We know that God cannot be limited to a ‘producing’ role 
which would basically remove Him from the world in which we live. All the 
opposites like good and evil, the power of destruction and the power of rebirth, etc., 
dwell side by side. Heidegger (1971 [1952]), however, does not aim at a new concept 
of God. He accepts Nietzsche’s concept of God and interprets ‘God is slain’ to mean 
that modem ‘man’ now views the concept of God from the lens immanence 
subjectivity rather than objectivity. Here we see the connection with individual 
experience of the sacred in the modem, secular world.
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Therefore, what is the essential difference between all subjectivity and that which 
transcends it? Without the truth of the encounter with the divine, are not all images 
mere illusions and self-deception, in Buber’s terms? He says that when one invokes 
God, one means Him directly, experiencing him in that moment. This is so, and 
experience of Him can take many forms, but there is one condition here -  openness 
and receptivity. Too often, we fail to see the signs because we are looking in the 
wrong places for validation when all the time, it comes from within us. But sometimes 
it touches us from the outside, through someone’s words or presence or our 
surroundings or a chance encounter or even something that suddenly appears as a 
feeling or a thought. Is this no longer so? Holderlin invoked the ‘God of the gods’ as 
though invoking not just the highest of the gods but Him whom other gods themselves 
worship. For Sartre (1943; Buber, 1952:67-69) ‘there is no universe other than a 
human universe, the universe of human subjectivity’. Is God just the quintessence of 
the Other or the Absolute? Sartre did not think this was necessarily so as God and the 
sacred are not synonymous. The sacred can certainly be encountered without direct 
reference to God, for example, in the experience of beauty, the tears of a child, in a 
running brook but then is God not in beauty and mystery and the tears of a child? 
Sartre saw the subject-object relation as primary between two beings, not the I/Thou 
relation. He says ‘God is silent’ and that there is no sin in the world.
Otto (1923) tends to see the sacred from the so-called ‘profane’ end of the lens and 
therefore sees it as the wholly other and separate from the self. This is not how this 
thesis sees the sacred. It even calls the profane into account as I do not see all that is 
not traditionally sacred as necessarily the profane. I would state that even within the 
profane there are possible elements of the sacred. If the human being carries a divine 
spark, as I understand it from my own faith position, then the world could be viewed 
as a sacred place and if there is a Divine command in the natural order of things and 
in Creation, then the sacred cannot be the wholly other and outside oneself, hence it is 
not an object outside the self as Otto saw it. We are told by our primary texts that our 
Lord breathed his Spirit into Adam who was the prototype of the human being. This 
is that divine spark in every human being. Therefore, what the world sees as 
‘abnormal’ in terms of moments of sacredness, might in reality be the ‘normal’ 
happening as a matter of course, one that the human being has forgotten and has
©Naznin Hirji 2007 162
relegated to the exceptional happening because we do not recognise it when we 
encounter it in normal everyday life.
7.3 Meaning of the Ineffable Experience
According to Nasr (1989:100-102) Guenon criticised the various modes of knowing 
the modem world, including ‘philosophy’ which he dismissed as an illegitimate 
manner of knowing principles, because he wanted no room for doubt about traditional 
metaphysics and therefore, he ‘cleared the decks’. Nasr states that, “perhaps the most 
direct way of approaching the meaning of the sacred is to relate it to the Immutable, to 
that Reality which is both the Unmoved Mover and the Eternal .... And the 
manifestation of this reality in the stream of becoming and the matrix of time is that 
which possesses the quality of sacredness.” The internal and the external are always 
linked, according to Nasr, and this finds resonance with my own position that the two 
are non-dichotomous. This is also my faith community position in which the esoteric 
and the exoteric are interdependent and was probably the inner context of my six- 
year-old experience. The ineffable therefore links into all of life, however, it does not 
become any easier to identify it or to explain it except perhaps symbolically.
Within space that is ‘sacred’ there is both the experience of a powerful and mysterious 
presence and the interface between the self and the other or the world. This might be 
understood as sacred space -  not necessarily religious, simply a space within which 
one has an experience that is powerful enough to be out of the ordinary, often within a 
very ordinary situation or context, but unmistakable only if one is attentive to what is 
being experienced. On many an occasion all of us remember experiencing a ‘wow!’ 
moment but because of our inattentiveness, we experience a momentary sense of 
wonder but in an incomplete manner that squanders the rest of the experience. It 
might be argued that not all such experiences are necessarily sacred moments but I 
would posit that any sense of wonder has an underlying element o f awe within it, 
almost a deep-down acknowledgement of the majesty of the divine as well as that of 
creation, a ‘copy’ of which is present in the human being and the physical world.
Pir Vilayat Khan (2000) succinctly captures this experience:
One can experience this by feeling the atmosphere of different places. There is the
atmosphere of Benares, and there are the vibrations of Ajmer where Khwaja Moin
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ud-Din Chishti lived, meditated and died. There is die tomb of the saint where a 
continual voice is going on, a vibration so strong that a person who is meditative 
would sit there and would like to sit there forever. It is in the midst of the city, and yet 
it has a feeling of wilderness, because in that place the saint sat and meditated on 
saut-e-sarmad, the cosmic symphony (Cosmic Language). What is it that holds the 
atmosphere in space? It is capacity; space offers capacity. In other words, in space a 
capacity is formed of an element invisible to our eyes and yet solid enough to hold 
the vibrations within it (Mysticism of Sound).
Space for a religious person may not be seen as homogeneous because they 
experience ‘interruptions’ which means that space gets ‘broken up’ and becomes 
qualitatively different. The Bible (RSV: Exodus 3:5) gives the example of God 
talking to Moses about ‘holy ground’ denoting a sacred space which is a powerful 
space with significance. A similar example is also given in the Qur’an about Hazrat 
Musa saying: “O my people! Enter the Holy Land which God has assigned unto you, 
and tum not back ignominiously, for then you will be overthrown, to your own min.” 
(Qur’an, 5:20-21). ‘Holy’ here could be interpreted to mean that there are other 
spaces which are not sacred or ‘holy’ and are unstmctured and differentiated.
Bollnow (1961) the philosophical phenomenologist, describes in his first chapter, 
space in its origins not as a “boundless concept” but as an almost “clearly limited, 
defined, rather environmental and closely related to the history of human settlements” 
concept. According to Egenter (2002:30) Bollnow sees space as articulated rather 
than homogeneous which appears to build on Aristotle’s early treatise on spatial 
problems in the occidental tradition of thought. Aristotle relates it to the four elements 
of fire, air, water and earth which he says show a ‘natural directionality’, for example, 
‘upwards in the case of fire and light things, and downwards with regard to earth and 
heavy things, which concept Bollnow sees as essentially different from the modem 
view of space. Also, what Aristotle talked about as another aspect of space, we see as 
‘place’ which notion Aristotle extends to cosmic dimensions in terms of the “void 
delimited by the heaven's vault", according to Egenter(2002:30), and which Bollnow 
calls a ‘container’. It is tme what Egenter says about the concept of space as 
described by Bollnow and his differentiated and very interesting categories of space, 
for example, night space and day space, good and bad moods. Bollnow identifies 
different types of space including anthropological, ergological and cosmological 
spaces amongst others but does not concur with Heidegger’s existentialist approach -  
his is more a humanist approach. This thesis sees space as a humanist as well as an
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existentialist and metaphysical concept within context of the thesis’s multi­
disciplinary approach as a matter of necessity. Within the all-encompassing range of 
meaning of ‘dwelling’, this addresses the human being and its environment, both 
internal and external and, therefore, becomes part of a seamless understanding when 
examined within context of the question 'can we learn the sacredT
What this thesis has done is extend the concept of space beyond “the heaven’s vault” 
into a potentially infinite space that is open to the human being’s “creative 
imagination” (Ibn Arabi’s term, 12* century philosopher). Within this context, space 
does become ‘boundless” but this thesis also concurs with articulated space as a 
container and a receptacle (Hirji, 2001) which by necessity is a requirement for 
human dwelling and is the physical counterpart to the spiritual self. We discuss this 
concept further later in the thesis and this notion of the infinity of space within the 
context of experience is explored in various ways throughout the thesis.
As Eliade (1959:20) says, “for religious man [sic], this spatial non-homogeneity of 
space finds expression in the experience of an opposition between space that is sacred 
-  the only real and real-ly existing space (Eliade’s emphasis) - and all other space, the 
formless expanse surrounding it”. Of course it could also mean that the differentiated 
spaces are holier than other spaces which are not necessarily profane. This experience 
of space is a primordial experience that is pre-reflexive and is best portrayed within 
Islamic art in places like the mosque or the jamat-khana (prayer-house) where there is 
space which is neutral but has been made sacred within which to experience that 
which is beyond the obvious.
According to Eliade (1959:22-23), the experience of profane space can be in direct 
contrast to the experience of sacred space. Here “space is neutral and homogeneous 
and to break qualitatively differentiates the various parts of its masses”. According to 
Eliade it is important not to “confuse the concept of homogeneous space with the 
experience of profane space which is in direct contrast to the experience of sacred 
space”. Whenever the sacred manifests itself in space, the “real unveils itself’ and the 
“world comes into existence”. This opens up a channel of communication between 
the “cosmic planes” and “makes possible an ontological passage from one mode of 
being to another”.
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This could be the point of ‘discontinuity’ that Bachelard (1957) talks about and which 
Jarvis (1987) has called ‘disjuncture’ within the context of learning. I see disjuncture 
as a moment of ‘more than’. It is a break that not only affords a moment of learning 
but plumbs the depths of the spirit, far beyond the cognitive. This happens when 
there is a moment of experience of the sacred and we make a connection with a 
presence or with ‘the Other’ rather than a complete demarcation between sacred and 
profane space. It is important to note, though, that non-religious beings are never able 
to live a purely profane existence -  there are always traces of some form of 
sacralisation, some form of spirituality. There is an inborn need within humans to 
better themselves, to discover meaning and purpose, to aspire to an ideal, and if we 
agree that every human being is bom with a divine spark, then that spark seeks to 
attain knowledge of itself -  all of itself, within the self as well as within its 
environment.
We find that all religions have their special places, spaces which are sacred or 
hallowed and used for prayer or as a memorial or to bury their dead. They may be 
places where they believe something magical and very special has occurred, perhaps 
even the appearance of a holy figure. Perhaps, however, one should regard the whole 
earth as sacred space serving as a container for disclosure of the divine presence. The 
Reverend Cliff Reed has said that divinity is always present and that God fills the 
heavens and the earth but in some moments, at certain times and certain places, we 
feel a special presence. Parker Palmer (2003 online) implicitly supports this when he 
says that we must be attentive to the inward factors that we want to unpack and that 
this must not be seen as romanticism. He is quite categorical that this is the real 
world.
The dimension of the sacred is such that it can be experienced in other ‘architectures’ 
so long as there is awareness. This awareness is often to do more with the space that 
we are in, physically, which awakens and solicits an inner awareness as we see from 
this excerpt from an online example from MEESC (2003), the Commission that 
looked at experiences of the sacred:
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John Gibbs, MN, said the following of his experience of a ‘mountain place of sacred 
encounter: Some Visions Never Let Us Go’ :
My younger brother and I saw something nearly 50 years ago that has never left
eiüier of us suddenly a solitary shaft of light comes in from the East across that
whole dozen miles. It pierces with laser-intensity from left to right through fog 
downward onto the meadow. There far below us a narrow patch of green grass 
glistens under heaven's light. What we saw at that dawning has carried its 
transcendent meaning ever since. That's our vision, held fast only in memory. Brother 
recalls it to brother, especially in tough times, as our compelling symbol of hope and 
meaning. For us Ogle Meadow mountain is a place of sacred encounter. What we 
brought to that place was essential and integral to the encounter, for we had been 
predisposed by our young years in the Church to welcome a heavenly and not only an 
earthly light. The place became sacred to us on that account.
Some of the most profound experiences of the sacred are through symbols that are 
beyond us in one way but a part of us in another as any experience of the sacred has to 
be. And in this, paradoxically I agree with Otto (1923) with regard to experience of 
the sublime and the beautiful but do not agree that the ‘Other’ is outside the self. One 
of these examples is that of experiencing beauty. Etymologically the word ‘beauty’ is 
derived from the word meaning ‘the whole’ ‘the good’ and ‘the ideal’. Given the 
meaning of the word, it is easy to see it within the context of the sacred, the spirit and 
the senses all of which are present in different degrees in the experience of beauty. In 
fact, beauty itself is an internal skill of experiencing through which we hold a 
dialogue with the object perceived. The thing in itself may or may not be technically 
‘beautiful’ or worthy of commercial merit, but certainly the eye of the experiencer 
may find that beauty nonetheless within that object, of which space is one.
When we explore, new discoveries often elicit the response, ‘oh how beautiful!’ 
because of the excitement and the extra-ordinariness of the moment of active 
experiencing. This extra-ordinariness can be experienced and held for a long time and 
experienced actively on a continuum of attentiveness if we keep that sense of wonder 
alive, remain a child in that respect. The same glow and ‘lost for words’ and ‘catch 
your breath’ kind of experience can be felt through the symbol of love, both of the 
human kind as well as the divine. Muhammad Iqbal the eminent 19* century 
Pakistani poet has said:
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The journey of love is a very long journey, but sometimes with a sign you can cross 
that vast desert; search and search again without losing hope, you may find sometime 
a treasure on your way.
Hence, the sense of sacredness one experiences is possibly the soul imbibing its own 
essence which it recognises in various forms within the environment, some natural, 
others man-made. It is said, after all, that light follows the path of the beautiful but even 
more challenging is the concept of ‘light upon light’ (from the Qur’an) as a means of 
attaining that knowledge of oneself, and in particular, the ‘Other’, and therefore of one’s 
interconnectedness with the world and the universe. The world is never without divine 
guidance and there will always be ‘light upon light’, the message beautifully portrayed 
through the Verse of Light in the Qur’an (Surah An-Nur [The Light] 24:35; Yusuf Ali, 
The Holy Quran ,1989):
Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth.
The parable of His Light is as if there were a niche 
And within it a Lamp: The Lamp enclosed in Glass,
The glass as it were a brilliant star.
Lit from a blessed Tree,
An Olive, neither of the East nor of the West,
Whose oil is well-nigh luminous, though fire scarce touched it,
Light upon Light!
Allah doth set forth parables for men: and Allah doth know all things.
The more one is aware, the more the more deeply one can perceive the finer nuances 
and entities. These invisible skills are honed to enable one to become more inquiring 
and courageous in experiencing these profound moments. William Blake’s (1966) 
challenge: “to see a world in a grain of sand, and a heaven in a wildflower, hold 
infinity in the palm of your hand, and eternity in an hour”, becomes attainable.
It can be unnerving to discover how, through living in our limited little personal 
worlds and making encounters with the objects through which we understand 
ourselves, we discover the universe and our own magnificent potential much as the 
poet William Carlos William said, ‘anywhere is everywhere’. We discover the 
universal in the particular through skilled perception of symbols in everyday life 
within which we see, feel, think and act upon that presence -  and where we meet the 
sacred. But first there has to be something, an attraction that is the beginning of
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perception, and that is the element within ourselves that we have to hold open all the 
time, be attentive to all the time so as to catch that experience.
It could be argued therefore that beauty is one of the most direct ways of attaining to 
one’s ultimate truths as well as to an ideal order of things which is illustrated so 
appropriately as aesthetics through the art form of architecture. Beauty to be beauty 
must be recognised, and according to Richard Harries (1988), must always be seen in 
relation to truth which is what allows its expression. Beauty is also one of the most 
direct routes toward entelechy within which lies one’s innate ability to leam and to 
recognise knowledge and the power of knowledge, for it is this invisible power which, 
unknown to us on a conscious level, strengthens our sense of sacredness in the 
everyday context of life and living. One might ask: is beauty in the eye of the 
beholder or is it objective? Perhaps beauty is beauty, there in its potential just as the 
person’s perception is also there in potential. The interpretation and/or recognition of 
beauty depends on the openness and depth of awareness of the person experiencing 
the object, whether animate or inanimate.
Another example is that of mystery, much as happened with my own experience 
which I recounted in the introduction of the thesis. What is the mystery? Something 
beyond anything one can imagine, beyond time and space? No senses can grasp it 
and no mind can frame it, it is simply something that descends upon one, that is what 
it is. It is time which is outside normal time as an ‘interval’, according to Rappoport, 
(1999:216) which we explore a little further in the following chapter. When 
Krishnamurti asked Bohm what is the point of the mystery, Bohm (1987:46) very 
succinctly, replied: "Of the mystery? I think you could see it like this: that if you look 
into the field of thought and reason and so on, you finally see it has no clear 
foundation. Therefore, you see that "what is" must be beyond that. 'What is' is the 
mystery."
Nasr (1989:93) corroborates this as “a person who has felt - in spite of being 
confronted by the spectre of nihilism, the presence of something other than what he 
calls normal life, something ineffable and which is the ‘wholly other’ according to 
Otto (1923) in the secular world, where even the mention of the sacred can bring forth 
a derisory response for such a person - the ‘inner pull of the sacred at the centre of his
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own being, the centre which he carries with him wherever he may be”. This search 
for the sacred or the attempt to ‘rediscover’ the sacred, whether consciously or 
subconsciously, highlights that part of the human being that feels existential 
loneliness and searches for answers to questions that will not go away. Nasr 
(1989:93) sees this as inextricably tied to the revival of tradition. This view in itself, 
might also be seen as a traditional way of viewing the sacred. One of the things this 
thesis also does is to explore how the sacred unveils the constancy of the inner pull 
which at best, only gets a ‘look-in’ in our lives if we allow the clutter of life to 
subside. At other times, it is so deeply hidden within the inner dimension of the self 
as to become almost forgotten. It would constitute a loss to the understanding of the 
concept of learning if allowed to drop out of our consciousness -  and therefore the 
attempt to highlight this attribute of the sacred vis a vis the learning in particular.
I had just such an experience of the inner pull which left an indelible impression on 
me that was entirely inner worldly. It is strange how we can experience this reality, 
this discovery of the essence of our own experiences and our own responses to the 
events and acts we encounter. On a trip to Egypt, on my way to Cairo from Taba, I 
left with myriad questions, a strange sense of an impending reunion with what I did 
not know, but a very strong feeling nevertheless. And as we neared Cairo and then 
went on to experience and see the incredible contrasts and beauty of that city, I began 
to accept my sense of ‘homecoming’, not understand it, simply to accept it. But most 
astonishing of all experiences, and there were many incredible ones, was the one I 
experienced most strongly as we began to leave Cairo behind. As we began to move 
away from Cairo, I felt as though I had arrived a ‘novice’ and was leaving a ‘knower’. 
Admittedly, there are many levels of knowing but I felt older, wiser, knowing, as 
though I had become initiated in some way through these experiences. I had arrived 
‘wide-eyed’ and totally open to whatever experiences were in store for me in this land 
that felt ‘so right’ to be in, and I had absorbed the essence of the particular space 
through the senses of sight, smell and taste of the land, the desert and the mountains. 
This experience was the unveiling of yet another layer of meaning, building on the 
first such experience in Zanzibar.
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7.4 Conclusion: My experiences Explained?
It is to such moments of experience that we give the interpretation of sacred, moments 
when we touch the ineffable, when we have been touched by the divine, feel a 
presence', something that may be a touch of the extra-ordinary, but it is more often 
than not a felt rather than a visual experience. How do we recognise this experience?
If I was a Popperian and I had a hypothesis that there is a sacred, I would set out to 
negate it. In that sense, I could assume a methodological agnosticism perspective. 
The other sense is that I would like to leave open that possibility. I adopt a 
methodological agnosticism perspective in the next chapter and use it as a yardstick. I 
would like to make it very clear that I am writing as a person of faith, but 
methodologically speaking I would like to see if I can leam about the sacred in a way 
that would be more generally applicable.
As we have seen in first Part of the thesis, I leamt to interpret my experiences from 
within my faith community. But now I need to ask: do they point me beyond myself 
without giving me an answer? In terms of the ineffable, we have looked at the 
concept of beauty and understand that this could be a pointer. Mystery could be 
another one. I try to give them meaning but they lead to yet more questions -  I ask 
myself why this is so. The faith community has given it an interpretation but the 
moment I do so, I am besieged by further questions. Do they point me to God? But 
then, are beauty and mystery, amongst others, not a part of something inside me? 
And therefore, I am forced to say that there are experiences that are inexplicable, but 
that in itself is a pointer forward and any meaning I give it is not satisfying so that I 
am pushed again to search further. Sociologists and psychologists and theologians 
have all tried to give meaning, to no avail. There is a moment of disjuncture and 
discontinuity, and experience and meaning point beyond me. In fact, the learning 
process also ends in an incomplete way, in one sense. Whilst it moves me on to 
another level because another layer of meaning has been peeled away, metaphorically 
speaking, it still means that there are several more such layers to unfold. It seems as 
though whatever answers we may put forward, we cannot explain the experience.
Each of the chapters points me to something beyond the secular, and there are still no 
answers, therefore from a methodologically agnostic perspective, I am forced to say
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that the scientific community cannot give me an answer to my question, therefore it is 
not surprising that different communities give different answers and point to a realm 
that is different from the secular and which talks about the sacred, whilst referring to 
the theological perspective about the sacred. It appears as though I can leam from my 
primary experience but giving a secondary explanation may not be simple. Therefore, 
as a Muslim, it is not surprising that I interpret my experience within that context. I 
now want to ask: are my experiences and my interpretations unique?
We find out in the following chapter on methods in Part II where I take these 
questions to others and see if they too have such experiences and what they make of 
them. Will they come up with an interpretation of a God who cannot have an image 
because any image would confine the mystery within a limited understanding and an 
unsatisfying physical dimension, as is stated in the Old Testament? This is echoed in 
Islam which vouchsafes no image of God and in which religion, there is no 
iconography or imagery. The only adornment would be geometric and abstract 
patterns, the arabesque and calligraphy. People do have experiences of the unknown 
and what appears to be the ‘unknowable’ -  inexplicable experiences for which any 
explanation would only serve as a limiting one. Where secularists have done this, we 
find that they inevitably have used a language that has in some way the ineffableness 
of the experience, thereby never actually managing to lose the mystery itself. 
Philosophers and sociologists and theologians, as we said earlier, have all focused on 
language and have pre-supposed that there is nothing beyond, but perhaps there is 
something beyond. Words do not and cannot explain everything and science does not 
explain everything. This has led me to a domain ‘beyond’ that we call the sacred.
As a result, the argument I have reached, within a faith position, is that I ought to be 
able to leam from these experiences that I put meanings to. The only way that I can 
interpret it is that it is metaphysical. Sometimes the only answer I can put to it is 
metaphysical, captured symbolically and in the language of the sacred. This may be 
my interpretation but we live in society and therefore with others, and so, how do I 
communicate this? How do others communicate this? I had to take my questions to 
others, talk to them and record their experiences. This led to the interviews which 
took place over a period of two months using purposive sampling including 
Respondent Y as well as opportunistic sampling including Respondents E1-E4. A
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number of questions arose generically from the argument: how do people understand 
and experience sacredness and how do they articulate this? What are the 
implications for learning if sacredness, or spirituality, is an integral dimension of 
human beings? And therefore can we say that learning the sacred is part of the 
human condition? Or do we just experience the sacred? What is becoming clearer 
now is that I  need to take this further by throwing it open more widely -  are my 
experiences (and my faith community’s) unique in these experiences or do others 
understand these experiences in a similar manner?
And so as we come to this point we see that the questions we asked ourselves earlier 
in Part I of the thesis are being addressed and that several scholars have recorded 
similar experiences but my interpretation of it remains to be tested through those of 
others. We talked about the nature and meaning of experience in the chapter on 
experience and discussed extraordinary experiences that can be continuous but more 
often are encountered episodically until we reach a level of awareness that has 
become part of our active conscious. We now need to address the first key question: 
are my experiences unique and we therefore bring the questions and our 
understanding to respondents to see if their experiences are in any way similar to my 
own by asking the respondents the questions that not only led to this research but 
which have also arisen organically from it. We discuss the methods that we employ 
to take the question to others and we follow this up with an analysis of the 
experiences of the respondents.
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8 Part II: Chapter VIII Empirical Study
Two key questions emerged from Part I of the thesis that needed addressing: 'are my 
experiences unique’, and ‘what is the architect thinking’. The first question could 
now be addressed, and a qualitative approach (with slight quantitative overtones in 
this instance only) appeared to be the most appropriate choice of method by which to 
test the relevancy of my own experiences through those of others. We discuss the 
methods employed in the research in this chapter and analysis of the respondents’ 
experiences of the ineffable in the following chapter. The question 'are my 
experiences unique’ will provide an opportunity to understand non-rational 
experiences and the elements of learning unconsciously taken on board whilst the 
second question, which is to do with the architect’s interpretation of his design 
process for the holy building, is addressed in Part III. This includes the secondary 
question: do holy buildings aid in re-creating experiences of the ineffable! The 
method had, in a sense, become apparent through my manner of experiencing the 
mystery -  through the built form -  which is a lasting and yet evolving symbol for 
human beings. It is also a carrier of spiritual values universally, dating back to cave 
etchings, and has been used to portray the religious and spiritual expressions of 
different peoples and different faiths. Also, because it has been the underlying 
symbol for my own subsequent experiences of the sacred over a lifetime, the need to 
understand its qualities and the extent of its field of influence has played a large part 
in the decision to use it as the method of experience and learning. This also provides 
the rationale for the comparison of the experience of the building with the experience 
of the sacred and as we move, not only through this chapter, but through this section, 
the rationale unfolds even further. The appropriateness of this particular research 
method further clarifies itself in Part III when we look at the architect’s thought 
processes and the factors that enter the equation in the design of the building.
8.1 Methods Employed in the Research
Key aspects of the theoretical methodological orientation are presented in Chapter I to 
set the scene and to give underpinning to the hermeneutic reflection and the 
phenomenological process of searching for meanings that takes place in Part I of the 
thesis and continues on through the rest of the thesis. This is presented in three parts:
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the self in Part I, the interviews in Part II and the architect and building in Part III 
through the perspectives of hermeneutics, phenomenology and aspects of 
constructivism (see Chapter I). The empirical study, elaborating on methods and 
criteria, is presented in this chapter including the sampling, data collection, the 
interviews and rationale for approach, the setting of the building as part of the 
method, and other relevant methodological issues.
8.1.1 Qualitative Research
In spite of the ongoing quantitative-qualitative debate, at some level, these two 
approaches are intertwined as the one cannot in reality be totally exempt of the other. 
And whilst there are some fundamental differences between the two, these might lie 
more possibly at the primary level of assumptions in terms of epistemology and 
ontology. Also, the key difference between the two approaches is often seen as 
exploratory and inductive in terms of the qualitative approach and confirmatory and 
deductive in quantitative research. However, there are differences within the two 
approaches which include those of internal and external validity, reliability and 
objectivity in terms of the quantitative approach and credibility, transferability, 
dependability and confirmability in terms of the qualitative. We are not, however, in 
this thesis, using the quantitative approach extensively or for the purpose of 
generalisability. It is only being used to ask others about their experiences in order to 
test the relevancy of my own experiences and therefore our focus is primarily on the 
qualitative research approach.
There are a number of common qualitative features that distinguish qualitative 
research from traditional, natural science and quantitative research theories and 
methodologies and these include, amongst others (Moustakas, 1994:21):
• Focus on the wholeness of experience rather than solely on its objects or parts
• Recognising the value of qualitative methodologies, studies of human 
experiences that are not approachable through quantitative approaches
• Searching for meanings and essences of experience rather than measurements 
and explanations
• Obtaining descriptions of experience through first-hand accounts in informal 
and formal conversations and interviews
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• Regarding the data of experience as imperative in understanding human 
behaviour and as evidence for scientific investigations
• Formulating questions and problems that reflect the interest, involvement, and 
personal commitment of the researcher
• Viewing relationship and behaviour as an integrated and inseparable 
relationship of subject and object and of parts and whole.
In Chapter I, we examined the three qualitative approaches of phenomenology, 
hermeneutic reflection and aspects of constructivism that have been employed in the 
thesis. Moustakas’s (1969:25) phenomenological perspective (including some aspects 
of the ‘transcendental’ perspective) was found to be significantly appropriate, with 
some key provisos in terms of explanations and analysis (see below); van Manen’s 
(1997:66-67) ‘lived experience’ approach was particularly suitable in terms of the 
hermeneutic experience and the phenomenological objective of exploring human 
experience; and Mason (2002:68) offered comprehensive and meaningful theoretical 
validation for the use of interviews as a key methodology in “gathering and 
excavating data” from interviewees which is particularly suitable for this type of 
research. To reiterate, the key phenomenological principles and processes that are 
used in the methodology include, but are not exclusive to Moustakas’s (1994:58-59) 
perspective, aspects of which have been adapted in this multi-perspective research:
• Focused on the appearance of things just as they are.
• Concerned with wholeness, examining from every angle and perspective to 
achieve a unified vision (part of the phenomenologically intersubjective nature 
of perception and interaction with others’ viewpoints and horizons of 
meaning)
• Seeking meaning from appearances and arrive at essences through intuition 
and reflection, leading to ideas, concepts, judgements and understandings.
• Committed to descriptions of experience, not explanations and analysis (my 
approach also includes aspects of the hermeneutical approach which includes 
subjective analysis and explanations, so I will be adapting both these as well 
as aspects of the constructivist approaches so that there is harmony and 
consistency within these methods and perspectives.
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• Rooted in questions that give a direction and focus to meaning, and in themes 
that sustain an inquiry, awaken further interest and concern, and account for 
passionate involvement with whatever is being experienced.
• Recognising that what I see is interwoven with how I see it, with whom I see it 
and with whom I am (in terms of Gadamer’s (1976) ‘circle of hermeneutics’, it 
is particularly important to bring one’s prejudices to the dialogue in order to 
illuminate the others’ experiences through one’s own in order to understand 
them through a ‘fusion of horizons’)
• Awareness that every perception begins with my own sense of what an issue 
or object or experience is and means, but inter-subjective reality is constantly 
part of the process.
• Acknowledging that the data of experience, my own thinking, intuiting, 
reflecting and judging are regarded as the primary evidences of scientific 
investigation.
To contextualise the methods, we briefly extend discussion of the phenomenological 
perspective in order to remind ourselves of the connections with the methods 
employed. Whilst Hegel (Kockelmans, 1967:24) saw phenomenology as referring to 
“knowledge as it appears to consciousness”, Kockelmans says that it is a process that 
leads to an unfolding of phenomenal consciousness “toward the absolute knowledge 
of the Absolute”. Husserl, like Kant and Descartes, (Moustakas, 1994:26) believed 
that “knowledge based on intuition and essence precedes empirical knowledge” and 
that “ultimately all genuine, and in particular, scientific evidence, rests on inner 
evidence”. Husserl in fact introduced the concept of lifeworld, that is, “the realm of 
original self-experience that we encounter in an everyday sense” (Carr, 1977:202- 
212). Investigating experience of the sacred to see if it can be leamt is a valid starting 
point as, although it may initially only be that which appears to us, yet it is not an 
illusion, it is an entry point into the possibility of learning the elusive unknown.
It is in this way also that architecture served as an entry point into recollection for the 
respondents, of their individual experiences of the sacred or the spiritual. The 
building did not serve as a single context of experience, it served to open up the inner 
doors to the store of memories of extra-ordinary experiences that are normally deep
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down in the inner recesses, not only of the mind but also of the heart. Thus there is a 
blending of what is remembered or imagined to be remembered with what is present 
(the role of memory), the imagined and the ideal (role of imagination and the imaginai 
realm discussed earlier in the chapter on the Sacred), thereby allowing 
“transformation of individual or empirical experience into essential insights through a 
special process called ideation”, that is, the forming of ideas, by Husserl 
(Kocklemans, 1967:80). This concept of ‘ideation’ is given life by Respondent E in 
the following chapter and Appendix VII when he refers to the building as having been 
an idea in someone’s mind which is then given form and which in turn becomes an 
essential insight leading to transformation.
In Chapter I, we discussed the concept of intentionality that is comprised of the 
elements of noema and noesis, that is, the phenomenon or appearance, and its ‘real 
meaning’ layers of which unfold over time. We talk about intuition which is a crucial 
component of the given experience. We come across this throughout the thesis where 
we see that there has to be an intuition through which an object is made accessible to 
us and through which that object can make a reciprocal encounter with the 
experiencing subject. We see a number of examples in the following chapter on 
Analysis of Ineffable Experiences where this two-way encounter takes place between 
the subject and object and an insight (which is latent learning) is offered through 
direct experience. Husserl (1970:61) identified “a priori knowledge with the intuition 
of pure essence” but phenomenology deals with both “real and possible essences”. 
Whilst phenomenology deals with things as they appear to us in consciousness and 
the search for meanings, we go beyond consciousness, we transcend it, to understand 
the process by which our experiences appear to us in consciousness, hence the need to 
investigate ineffable experiences. The phenomenon is experienced in its totality with 
the sense of wonder that van Manen also advocates in lived experience. This aims to 
grasp the structural essences of experience, thus combining the use of sense, memory, 
intuition and imagination. We use Husserl’s concept of intersubjectivity which we 
discussed in Chapter I and which eliminates the misconception of solipsism. Husserl 
sees the “pairing” with an “Other” (as in other persons) as a way of experiencing them 
and although our “own perception is primary, it also includes the perception of the 
other by analogy” (Moustakas, 1994:37). This validates the appropriateness of the 
methods used in this research in terms of examining experiences of the sacred through
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in-depth and semi-structured interviews. This path, says Husserl (1977:156), ‘is 
necessarily the path of universal self-knowledge” -  perhaps we will find that it at least 
points in that direction?
As Dilthey (1976: 162) says “Thus, the horizon of experience widens: at first it only 
seems to tell us about our own inner states but in knowing oneself one also comes to 
know about the external world and other people.” This corroborates the thesis’s own 
as well as Rorty and Ricoeur’s views (Jones, 2000:102, see Chapter I) and firmly 
establishes the rationale for the research. It may not have begun life as a universal, 
but perhaps it may point in that direction? Dilthey (1976:182) goes on to say that the 
interrelationship between the “conscious description of experience and the underlying 
dynamics or structures that account for that experience provides a central meaning 
and unity that enables one to understand the substance and essence of the experience”. 
This echoes the research’s aim to look beyond the obvious to find deeper layers of 
meaning and to conduct a qualitative inquiry with emphasis on induction, 
interpretation, both description and explanation, using a holistic approach in which 
the researcher becomes part of the process. According to Denzin & Lincoln (1998) 
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense 
of, or interpret phenomena, in terms of meanings people bring with them. It has an 
almost action research-like spiral sequence of functioning in which cycles of observe, 
record, interpret, observe, repeat cycle, formally theorise and draw conclusions take 
place.
8.1.2 Interviews: Qualitative Empirical
This brings us to the rationale for the method of data collection. Predominantly, there 
were two main possibilities - amongst others including focus groups and surveys - 
which served the purpose of gathering the kind of rich and deep, inner experiences 
that was needed in terms of gathering data from respondents. These two possibilities 
were interviews or questionnaires, and I decided to use the interview method rather 
than a questionnaire. What dictated this choice? A questionnaire based on 
experiences can also be a very effective tool. It would generate key themes and sub­
questions which the respondents could apply to their own experiences and respond to. 
There would also be the advantage that I would reach a much larger number of people
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whose experiences I could tap into and to this end, I had formulated a draft 
questionnaire for the respondents to fill out. I also considered the possibility of an 
either/or method or whether I could perhaps consider using both. But in the end I 
decided to remain with the interviews for a number of crucial reasons:
Interviews would allow me to explore each theme in depth as there would be a 
conversation between researcher and interviewee which could follow up on rich veins 
of experience. This would enable me to gently facilitate less confident interviewees 
to elaborate on what they meant. Sometimes, a questionnaire, no matter how well 
structured, may simply be given a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer with minimal additional 
information whereas a semi-structured interview makes it possible to follow-up with 
open-ended sub-questions that enable the interviewee to open up as we see in the 
following chapter. The interview can be made welcoming and informal and given an 
empathy which would be impossible in a questionnaire which is often perceived as a 
‘chore’ or a ‘form’ which can immediately raise invisible barriers. This would 
inevitably minimise or even eliminate any possibility of the interviewee’s sharing of 
spiritual experiences.
Paradoxically, the interview in this context can also mean that it is less intimidating to 
share inner and ineffable experiences as these kinds of experiences mean sharing very 
personal information. The interviewer can do much to put the respondent at ease for 
which there is no equivalent in the questionnaire. Often [as happened invariably in 
this research] the interview can become an emotional experience for the respondent, a 
reliving of the memory of the experience and subsequent emotions and learning and 
fresh acknowledgement which have a transformative experience which is rarely 
possible in a questionnaire. Respondents are individuals and whilst the questionnaire 
can only be standard, the interview can be progressively tailored to the respondent’s 
ability and capacity for reliving and relating such profound experiences. The 
researcher’s ability to draw the interviewee into the field comfortably and to allow 
them to tell their story in their own way can go a long way towards harnessing rich 
data. This individual attention to the interviewee yields a rich experience each time 
for the researcher as well as the respondent.
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Interviews are also a way of validating each respondent’s experience. This was later 
shown to be one of the best rationales for using the interview method. Most of the 
respondents made a comment that they had never thought they would ever have a 
chance to revisit these experiences; or be asked to relate such experiences; they had 
not realised how much they had been influenced by their experiences; they realised 
things that had happened to them had coloured their subsequent behaviour far more 
that they had ever thought possible. The interview itself becomes an experience, 
expanding self-awareness for the respondent and connecting areas of their lives to 
their thoughts, emotions and actions. It also enables a clearer idea of where they want 
to go and what they want from their more immediate futures. The transformative 
influence of interviews is unquestionable. The interview is also a way of saying to the 
respondent T think you are worth getting to know and I want to know what matters to 
you’, it increases the respondents’ sense of self-worth.
I used Mason’s (2002) approach to underpin the interview method. This validated the 
decision to gather data through interviews rather than a questionnaire as the latter 
would not have picked up on some of the most important type of data -  that expressed 
through emotion, tone of voice, expressions and their ‘feelings’ about recounting their 
experiences in the first place. The respondents, however, had clearly indicated not 
only their willingness to participate but in most cases, their excitement. Also, this 
approach allowed each respondent to follow through important points in their 
experiences which would otherwise have been lost. This is supported by Mason 
(2002:64) who says that “you will need to be flexible and sensitive to the specific 
dynamics of each interaction, so that you and your interviewee(s) are, effectively, 
tailor-making each one on the spot’. You will want to take cues from the ongoing 
dialogue with your interviewees about what to ask them next, rather than go into the 
interaction entirely pre-scripted. This will enable you to follow up on their specific 
responses along lines which are peculiarly relevant to them and their context, and 
which you could not have anticipated in advance, in a highly organic way” which is 
precisely what happened and which enabled important findings to arise organically 
from the interviews. It was a conscious decision to opt for quality of data over 
quantity which seemed highly appropriate for a qualitative enquiry and supported the 
choice of interviews over the questionnaire. Also, as this thesis was being approached 
from a predominantly phenomenological and hermeneutic perspective (see Chapter I:
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Understanding Methodology), the opportunity to access the deeper and inner 
experiences of others within a face-to-face context, added to the appropriateness of 
the methodology as well as gave them the opportunity to discover for themselves how 
they constructed and interpreted meanings from their experiences.
This meant that I was excavating (collecting) and constructing (generating) data 
(Mason, 2002:68). What I consciously tried to avoid was a ‘sanitisation of the 
argument and the risk of missing the point entirely’ (Mason, 2002:177-178) which 
point Denzin (1977:267-268) picks up as holding on to the virtues of ‘open-ended’ 
and ‘conflictual’ arguments in order to maintain the intrinsic and natural ‘messiness’ 
of the phenomena and processes, which is particularly applicable in the experience of 
the ineffable and the unknown. In taking the question 'are my experiences unique’ to 
the respondents’ I was asking the question: do they emphasise the same form of 
experiential learning? What types of issues on learning come up for them? Do they 
see their experiences of the extraordinary in the same way? If yes, do they see the 
sacred in the same way? These are some of the key, fundamental queries that arose 
out of the thesis as we saw in the earlier chapters on experience, learning, the symbol 
and the sacred, and which also underpin the methodology.
These questions were the background to the sub-questions that formed the interview 
schedule for the respondents (Appendix III). This schedule was used simply as a 
trigger. Whilst the questions were broadly adhered to, the terminology and the order 
of the questions was in the main dictated by each individual interview process. As 
Mason (2002:67) says, “too much attention on asking ‘the right’ questions in ‘the 
right’ order can result in a peculiar social dynamic which may be equally 
unsatisfactory” as not preparing for the “orchestration of the social and intellectual 
dynamics of the situation” and that the researcher has to be “ ready to make ‘on-the- 
spot’ decisions about the content and sequence of the interview as it progresses, and 
to keep everything running smoothly.” However, this was preceded by rigorous 
preparation as although knowledge and information was ‘constructed’ as is usual in 
qualitative interviews (Mason, 2002:68) in view of the focus of this research on lived 
experiences as well as some abstract concepts, knowledge was also being ‘excavated’ 
as well as ‘generated’ in the interview, as the interview itself became a new 
experience for the respondents. It raised up to visible awareness the transformations
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their experiences had enabled them to go through and generated new knowledge of 
their self-development.
I considered what it was that sparked off the learning experience for me. In my case, 
it was experience of architectural space and the impact of built forms, but what of 
other people? How did they interpret their experiences and how did they identify the 
learning experience for themselves? My own experience had become a ‘sacred 
moment’ for me and I had remained aware of that extraordinary experience. What 
was it about that experience that made it so special and was memorised at such a 
young age? I understood that it had become necessary for my self-development to 
find out more about what I had leamt to call ‘sacred’ moments and the only way to do 
this was to explore the experiences of others. And therefore, in this part of the thesis 
(Part II) I investigated experiences that had a learning and transformative influence on 
the experiencers and how they interpreted those experiences.
When the situation calls for an awareness of the past or anticipation of the future, 
effective awareness is cognisant of this. This ‘remembering’ was so specific in some 
cases with one respondent even remarking, upon crying and becoming emotional: 
'why am I  crying, I  don’t know why I  am so affected by remembering’ (the following 
chapter on Analysis). Hence, the building with its very present everyday effect as 
well as legacies left from the past as portrayers of beliefs and attitudes of individuals 
and society becomes a creative and energising tool. The change that takes place does 
so through integration and a broadening of one’s field in which there is the self and 
the environment, and one’s perceptions. It is, therefore, possible to see the gestalten 
process that underpins architecture and provides an integrating framework as an 
organising principle and it is this that makes it a good test base as a symbol that 
embodies continual meaning for its users.
This increased my interest in how my respondents regarded holy buildings. Although 
I am a Muslim, and 75% of my respondents were Muslim, there were some who were 
not Muslim but who were considered to be potentially good sources of data by the 
gatekeeper and the CEO of the organisation, and as my questions made sense to them 
as well, was I then writing about something that was trans-cultural? It was exciting to 
include non-Muslims and have access to their perspectives which would test out the
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relevancy of my interpretation on my extra-ordinary experiences with others from 
different faiths, even if the sample was limited to four people. But four people giving 
in-depth semi-structured interviews in a test for relevancy of interpretation could yield 
rich findings.
This test for relevancy is corroborated by Marton and Booth (1997:143) who call it 
the “relevance structure” which means “the person’s experience of what the situation 
calls for, what it demands. It is a sense of aim, of direction, in relation to which 
different aspects of the situation appear more or less relevant. It is the way in which 
the learner experiences the situation as a whole ... that renders the perspective on its 
component parts.” And in this respect, it is the variation of interpretations of the same 
experience that is especially interesting because this enables the learner to experience 
things in a way that is different, as we saw earlier in the chapter. This is what brings 
about awareness as we become more discerning of other aspects of experiencing and 
the learning that is inherent in that experience, which has been brought about because 
the learner has either been a part of, or has effected, the change through making 
possible the context. This understanding enabled me to the formulate questions (see 
Chapter 1 and reproduced below) that might provide at least some answers to the key 
questions in the thesis which formed the chapters of the thesis in Part I except for the 
last question which is addressed in Part III::
Key Questions:
What is the nature and meaning of experience?
What is learning?
What does it mean to give meaning? How do we construct a sacred interpretation 
from experience?
What is the sacred?
What is the architect thinking? How does he recreate experiences through the use of 
symbols?
These questions influenced the sub-questions which gave rise to the interview trigger 
questions (Appendix III)
Perhaps it is a question of seeing things as they really are - the Kantian Knot? (Kant, 
1977) and understanding the nature of perception. If the human being is enabled to
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perceive all things inhabiting the formal levels of existence then perhaps the potential 
can be turned into actuality. In this manner, we can become aware of the sacredness 
in and of what we experience and begin to gain some understanding of how we 
encounter and internalise the tacit meanings we give such experiences. The 
\wxmsvmess of the human being is precisely that point where human beings begin to 
become indefinable and fluid and capable of actualizing their potential. This is how I  
experienced what I  experienced, but is this also how others encounter their 
experiences? Do they make the same connections between the internal and the 
external states o f being? Are they aware of their spiritual states o f being when 
encountering an extraordinary moment? Have they had such moments? When do 
they experience such moments? To address these questions which arose organically 
through the research to date, I needed access to others’ experiences.
8.2 The Respondents
Through the initial phases of my research, I was aware that in view of the fact that my 
own background had been influenced by a variety of cultures and countries, that I 
would have to approach people from different backgrounds. This would make my 
research broader and its field of experience much wider, yielding more in-depth 
learning. That is not to imply that living in one place would not yield rich learning, 
however the diversity had enabled the kind of opening that could not have happened 
otherwise and my different kinds of experiences in Zanzibar, in Cairo and in Granada, 
in Moscow and in Agra as well as in London, Calgary and Istanbul, amongst others, 
proved invaluable in enabling me to understand these experiences of the mysterious 
and in enriching this research. This is also why I had begun to question if people 
from diverse cultures also experienced in the same manner? Had the fact that they 
were of different faiths, or no faiths, had an impact on their experiences? If they were 
to participate in my research - although most of them were of the Muslim faith, there 
were others who were Christian, Hindu, Jewish, and also ‘in-between’ (see below) - 
would their responses and reactions be totally different from the core Muslim group’s 
responses? There could be some very interesting findings emerging from this 
research.
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According to Moustakas (1994:107) “there are no in-advance criteria for locating and 
selecting the research participants. General considerations may include: age, race, 
religion, ethnic and cultural factors, gender, and political and economic factors’” For 
the purpose of this research, the factors that were considered as part of the criteria 
included age (adult constituency), religion (although predominantly Muslim, it was 
open to participants from other faith traditions to add another dimension and richness 
to the research findings), gender (approximately equal numbers although this was 
geared more towards providing a balanced sample and therefore a better 
representation rather than as an essential element), ethnic and cultural factors played a 
role to the extent that the final complement of respondents belonged primarily to the 
Asian (although of mixed origins and traditions) background. Moustakas’s 
(1994:107) list of essential criteria include and were applicable to the sample as we 
see later in the chapter under the section: Setting up the Interviews:
• The research participant has experienced the phenomenon
• The participant is intensely interested in understanding its nature and 
meanings
• The participant is willing to participate in a lengthy interview and (perhaps a 
follow-up interview which was not possible in this research)
• The participant grants the investigator the right to tape-record, possibly video­
tape the interview,
• The participant grants the investigator the right to publish the data in a 
dissertation and other publications.
Initially there were more than the 15 respondents I had decided upon as the number 
appropriate for inclusion in the research for semi-structured, in-depth interviews. 
This number would be large enough to provide substantive data to test my 
experiences for relevancy and also to hypothesise whether it would be possible to 
generalise from the specific to the universal. It ensured proper attention to the 
respondents as well as the data gathered and a suitable number to organise 
administratively and logistically in such an exercise. Also, keeping in mind the 
significant amount of data that can be gathered through in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews, it was important to ensure that the research was not overwhelmed by the
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amount of material which could end up only duplicating data that was already 
fulfilling the purpose of the research. This potential problem sorted itself out 
naturally closer to the time as the extra few people had to withdraw for various 
reasons including work commitments, business travel, timings -  one person’s 
workload had become increasingly heavier and although he tried to keep his 
participation open in case his work situation changed, in the end he reluctantly asked 
to be excused. Another attended part of the session, the experience of the building, 
but could not take part in the interview; two other people opted for email interviews, 
one completed Part I but not Part II and unfortunately the other did not do either 
section despite many reminders. However, my original target of 15 was not adversely 
affected and the final number was 16 for in-depth interviews and four others who 
formed an opportunistic sample. All of them were from the adult constituency, 30-60 
years, all from either a professional or a self-employed background. Of the 16 
purposive and snowball sampling, eight were female and eight were male. Five of the 
female were Muslim, two were Hindu and one from the Mormon persuasion. Of 
these eight female respondents, three were self-employed and five were professionals. 
Of the eight males, seven were Muslim, one was Christian (although there were two 
other male ‘possibles’ with whom I had conversations, one Jewish and one Christian). 
Of these eight males, five were self-employed and three were professionals. The four 
opportunistic sampling were all Muslim, male, between 30-35 years of age and all 
were professionals.
Ethical principles were maintained throughout the research process with the 
respondents through the establishment of clear agreements; also through recognising 
the need for total confidentiality and ‘informed consent’; the full purpose and nature 
of the research was disclosed to the respondents; all respondents had volunteered to 
take part; methods and procedures were open-ended and conducted with participants’ 
consent; respondents, whilst following the investigator’s focus through trigger 
questions, had the opportunity to tell their stories their way as well as offer alternative 
suggestions in terms of venue for interview, interview times as well other relevant 
suggestions and ideas. Respondents were assured they could withdraw at any time 
and any information that was regarded by the investigator as being intensely personal 
or identifiable (personal names; particular city names) was removed or disguised to 
protect the identity of the respondent. The open-ended and conversational tone of the
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interviews enabled the investigator to check back for important and possible 
misconceptions in the course of the interview. Most interviews took about an hour 
and 20 minutes although some were slightly longer or shorter.
8.3 Setting as part of Method
One crucial point here is that the interviews took place in Calgary, Canada. There 
were a number of reasons for this decision. The building that was to serve as part of 
the method, and which served as a way of experiencing or recalling past extraordinary 
moments, was an Islamic building. Whilst there were a number of such buildings that 
I could have identified in London for this purpose, I had already used the one I would 
have chosen to be the most appropriate, for my Master’s research, which also used the 
building as a case study from the approach of a teaching methodology. This was 
another reason for the decision to use a building in Calgary as my field of research. I 
did not want to set a rigid classificatory tone in the research [and Foucault would have 
been in agreement that there is no natural, essential way of grouping people or 
buildings (cf Jones, 2000:157) which I knew to an extent would be inevitable, but I 
had the option to leave it open which I chose to do, allowing for a few changes to be 
incorporated so that the unexpected and/or the unthinkable could happen. The 
different culture would give me a chance to see if that played a part in the way we 
experienced extraordinary moments. But I also knew of an Islamic building in 
Calgary that would provide an excellent opportunity for good research as I had the 
necessary contacts that would be able to share information and assist me in getting 
appropriate respondents as well as access to the building. I approached the CEO of 
the building via the telephone and discussed the focus of my proposed research. He 
was extremely helpful and supportive and extended all possible help, calling in the 
Chairperson of the appropriate Committee of the building to assist me. Subsequently, 
he and I continued to communicate via email.
I also know the city of Calgary fairly well and knew that meeting people for 
interviews in different locations would not present a problem. For these reasons, I felt 
my research, if conducted in Calgary in Canada, would yield rich data within the 
context of diverse cultures, a building of the same communal background as the one 
in London but within a different societal culture (although this was not a requirement,
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it would add another dimension to the connection with culture), with respondents 
from varying backgrounds and persuasions, all addressing the same questions.
Very importantly, I had an opportunity to interview the architect responsible for the 
design of the building (whose office is based in Vancouver), which I shall elaborate 
upon in Part III. As he was available in Vancouver for one day only there was no 
opportunity to organise recording equipment and I therefore recorded the interview by 
taking detailed notes (Appendix VIII). One other important point is that it had also 
been possible to test my questions on an opportunistic and informal sample. The fact 
that I had used ‘the building’ as a teaching methodology in the research I had 
conducted for my Master’s degree (2001) could be taken almost as a trial for the 
current research, although the questions, whilst including the ‘creative critical 
reflection’ of the previous research, had now moved towards ineffable experiences. I 
also tested the questions on family, friends and colleagues and found them to be 
robust. This was later validated by the respondents (Part IV)
8.4 Setting up the Interviews
To enable ease of access to suitable respondents, I set up a gatekeeper who had access 
to a wide range of people inside and outside the community and from her 
recommendations and those of the CEO of the community organisation, based on the 
focus of the research, I was able to identify and approach possible participants in the 
research. I had one significant advantage in that I had reasonably useful personal 
knowledge of the city. I also had recommendations from participants so that the focus 
of the research was always present and the resultant mix of people finally taking part 
in the research was varied and interesting. The two added dimensions of a different 
mainstream culture as well as the mix of faith traditions or possibly none at all, made 
the findings considerably more exciting and at least a degree more generalisable 
although in qualitative research such as this one, even a smaller number of 
respondents can still be considered valid for a generalisable outcome. We shall look 
at the emergent findings in detail in the following chapter on Analysis.
Having gathered a list of names, email addresses and telephone numbers through the 
gatekeeper, I contacted the respondents and briefly explained myself and my research
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to them and invited them to participate. Once a finalised list of names and contact 
details was complied, and a mutually convenient date had been set up with the CEO 
of the building for a visit to the building, I set up a schedule of possible interview 
dates for the respondents for the six weeks of April-May 2005 and emailed them, 
suggesting a date for their individual interviews. Although most dates were set up 
satisfactorily in this way, a small number required re-scheduling due to their 
individual work commitments. (See Appendix IV for Calendar of Events). I recorded 
the interviews on a tape recorder as well as a mini-disk system for back-up.
I interviewed the respondents in one of the following venues: a designated office 
which a friend kindly organised for me, my place of residence or the respondent’s 
home/office. In the first two, I was able to set up the recording equipment prior to the 
respondent’s arrival; with the third option, I carried the equipment with me and was 
able to set up expeditiously. Prior to beginning the interview, I assured each 
respondent that the recording of the interview could be stopped at any time according 
to their wishes. I also asked them to respond to the questions in whatever form was 
comfortable for them.
I had initially divided the interview questions into two parts as I sought to keep the 
respondent’s experiences of the building separate from their experiences of the 
extraordinary or the mysterious. It was possible, only to an extent, to do this through 
email as, for the one person who actually did part one and sent it back to me, he 
would have addressed his experiences of the mysterious in part two. Unfortunately he 
did not manage to send me the completed second part, although he provided 
interesting information in part one. Also unfortunate during that time were the 
technical problems I experienced with my computer which necessitated an attempt to 
retrieve this respondent’s completed part one at a later date from the ‘hard drive’ of 
my damaged computer which was only partially successful.
However, in all the other cases, it was clear that for the respondents, the experience 
itself was inextricably tied up with their physical surroundings, their own sensory 
states as well as any other factor that had played a role in that experience. I realised 
immediately that asking the respondents to attempt to separate the two areas of 
experience would be seen not only as an intrusion into their personal experiences but
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also that it would fragment their remembered experiences; this would also interfere in 
the recounting of the experience itself as they would stop re-living the experience and 
instead move into their cognitive aspects in an attempt to bring about what was an 
‘unnatural’ split of the experience for them as this would be asking them to separate 
the experience from its context. This could even bring about covert resentment and 
possibly have caused the respondents to become inhibited. I concluded it would 
defeat the whole purpose of the interview and completely detract from the flow of the 
interview if I tried to inteiject inordinately to try and keep the two sections separate. I 
therefore decided early on, in the first interview, that if I was to gain a clear insight 
into what had really happened for each person then I would have to hear the whole 
story as an integrated process, with both my own foci merging organically. 
Conducting the interviews in this manner ensured the authenticity and rigor of the 
interviews.
This is supported by Mason (2002:65); “You cannot separate the interview from the 
social interaction from which it was produced (because you cannot separate ‘facts’ 
from contexts) and you should not try to do so. It is better to try to understand the 
complexities of the interaction, and to try to develop a sense of how context and 
situation work in interview interactions, than to pretend that key dimensions can be 
controlled for”. She says that this is unlike structured interviews or questionnaires 
which see the interaction between researcher and interviewee as bias that ‘can be 
eradicated or controlled’ leading to a standardised stimulus-response model. This was 
obviously not the appropriate requirement for this research which not only sought to 
look at people’s experiences but experiences that were ineffable, inner-world 
experiences that could be compared against my own experience for relevance and 
generalisability {'are my experiences unique?’).
The schedule of interview questions (Appendix III) that acted as a trigger for the 
respondents reflected the questions that arose organically through the course of 
exploring the research question 'can we learn the sacred’. It is important to 
remember that these questions were meant to serve as trigger questions and that the 
main aim was to let the respondents speak of the moments that they considered 
extraordinary or mysterious. The questions were used as a guide to gently re-direct 
the interview if the respondent was felt to be digressing too far or too often and to
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ensure that key areas were addressed although the order and the exact manner of 
questioning was not important. However, the points raised by the interview questions 
were important and I maintained vigilance on the fact that they were addressed by the 
respondents at some point in the telling of their experiences. This was to ensure that 
the questions raised in the early part of the thesis were put to the respondents so their 
responses could be recorded -  the manner in which these questions were put to them 
and the timing of these questions was dictated by the flow and path of the interview.
In the Introduction to the thesis we raised the question of how my own experience 
took place and what led to this research, but also the questions that remained 
unanswered. Having decided to take this further, I began the research with the 
intention of opening it up to further scrutiny and to see how it connected to ‘learning’ 
to do justice to the question of 'can we learn the sacred. I had given my own 
learning from these experiences a sacred interpretation - how did others respond to 
such experiences? Did they see things in the same light? Did they also make the 
connection between experience and learning? My questions lie within the argument 
that it is possible to learn the sacred. We have looked at the sacred not just as a 
component of religion but as an active participant in the human being’s and society’s 
ongoing construction in terms o f learning and searching for meaning (Chapter on 
Introduction). We looked at the implications of this and how the two concepts of 
‘sacred’ and ‘learning’ connect. These led to the first key sub-question: are my 
experiences unique. The second key sub-question was: what is the architect thinking 
[when designing the building]! This second question is explored in Part III.
8.5 The Data
We needed to understand how and in what form do human beings encounter the 
unknown and experience it. How do we identify it and understand it? Is it in the 
form of inspiration, insight and grace, a state which can be likened to suddenly and 
inexplicably feeling enabled? What impact does this kind of experience have on us 
and where do we go with the experience? Within the context of the argument, I locate 
my experience within the culture of my being, that is, my inner individual culture. 
This is where experience, learning and being enter into a relationship and where tacit 
interpretation takes place. Does reflection on this type of experience bring about
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transformation in the self? This is a theme that came up for all of the respondents and 
leads to the possibility of a significant finding that has an important bearing on how 
we leam. This is explored in some detail in the Chapter on Analysis (Transcription of 
Respondent E: Appendix VII)
I decided to analyse my data thematically and colour code them accordingly. This 
way of analysing the data ensured that I captured nuances and emotions and as this 
was a phenomenological piece of research, it meant that data would be interpretively 
collected by the respondents as well as by myself as the researcher. As Mason 
(2002:185) states, “qualitative researchers are always involved in data selection’. 
There would not be any bracketing as this research stemmed from my own experience 
of the ineffable which subsequently led to other experiences which organically gave 
rise to this research. Essence and discovering meaning was at the core of this attempt 
to understand experiences, and therefore, meaningful data could only be collected if 
approached thematically. Some of the themes arose out of my questions and my own 
experiences (see Chapter I) which made me question whether these experiences were 
unique to my faith community whilst others arose organically from the interviews.
Although, as we said in Chapter VI, there are many recorded experiences of the 
described experiences of people -  we can say that there is a ‘rumour of angels’ 
(Berger, 1969). But because I am a believer, I say that it is a faith position. And, 
therefore, would a Christian or someone from the Jewish faith do the same? All three, 
after all, are monotheistic faiths. They may quite possibly come up with a universal 
understanding but meanings may be culturally inspired. Could this lead to 
universality of learning which takes different routes but has the same end result? We 
seem to need to use a religious language to talk about the experience and learning. At 
the heart of our learning lies the possibility of the sacred. I tried to answer my first set 
of questions about learning the sacred from my own experience but I came up against 
the question 'are my experiences uniqueT
This is an investigation in which I use my experience and my reading as well as my 
visits to various architectural sites to ask others this question. Texts have enabled me 
to understand my experiences at a deeper, more intellectual level and have made
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possible questions that incorporate a more rigorous and a more thoroughly ‘unpacked’ 
line of questioning. As Denzin (1977:267-268, Mason, 2002:186-187) puts it.
The new writers question the ‘natural’ relationship between narratives, truth and 
reality -  that relationship that sees the text mirroring the external world. The intent, 
instead, is to create a reflexive text. This text allows the reader to re-experience the 
events in question, coming to see the truth of the narrative that contains them. This 
truth is not based on mimesis, but rather is grounded in the process of self-formation 
and self-understanding.
The context within which text has been used and has relevance has allowed a number 
of themes to arise which can now be brought up more visibly and overtly to scrutiny. 
Other texts that have been productive for the research include notes, my personal 
journal in Egypt, poems, stories, videos and especially music and photographs. I 
visited architectural sites with the intention that these sites will provide data to help 
me reflect on my research questions as well as to experience them. These visits 
enabled me to reflect upon the following questions amongst others: what is it about 
these settings that enable or elicit experience o f the unknown or extraordinary? In 
what way does it do this? We discuss this in Part III and explore why and how we 
choose certain settings and how we classify them.
The built form forces us to acknowledge fuller awareness of our interrelations with 
both our internal and external environments, which provide both primary and 
secondary experiences. It has a structure that enables this to take place and offers 
many opportunities to understand how change can be effected in attitudes and 
influence on behaviour by forcing us to step out of our comfort zones and re-evaluate 
our responses and our realities. These provide good reasons for use of this approach 
in addressing the reality of the physical setting, the learning contained therein and its 
impact upon the human being’s inner and ineffable world.
8.6 Reading and Analysis of Data
We therefore examine the meaning of lived experiences and, according to van Manen 
(1997:62), “‘borrow’ other people’s experiences and their reflections on their 
experiences in order to better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper
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meaning or significance of an aspect of human experience, in the context of the whole 
of human experience.” As van Manen says, our interest in others’ experiences is not 
purely in their subjective experiences simply for the sake of reporting these from their 
particular perspective. Our interest is rather, the “deeper goal, which is always the 
thrust of phenomenological research’ which ‘remains oriented to asking the question 
of what is the nature of this phenomenon [experience of the ineffable] as an 
essentially human experience”. In this research we go beyond the obvious using the 
phenomenological and hermeneutic tools of reflection and contemplation, 
understanding through intersubjective interpretation, amongst others, and the notion 
of construing meanings and patterns of meaning through our interactions with our 
own lifeworlds and those of others including our external environments. The semi­
structured, in-depth and empathetic interview method has been used for the purpose 
of “gathering lived-experience material (stories, anecdotes, recollections of 
experiences, etc.)” which serves “as a resource for developing a richer and deeper ! 
understanding of a human phenomenon” as well as “an occasion to reflect with the 
partner (interviewee) about the meaning of an experience” (van Manen, 1997:66-7) so 
that they are in effect telling us their personal life stories. For this to become 
effective, we needed to keep the question and the meaning of the phenomenon open to ; 
evolving thinking. According to Gadamer (1976:330) “the art of questioning is that 
of being able to go on asking questions, i.e., the art of thinking”. One thing that 
happened in many of the interviews with the respondents was what Bollnow 
(1982:46) describes as how good conversations tend to end: they finally lapse into 
silence which is also the mark of an achievement- that of the silence and stillness of 
reflection:
.... reflection on what has been said and on what remains to be said, even merely a 
feeling of gratitude for the profundity achieved in the conversation. And when the 
conversation finally does sink into silence, it is no empty silence, but a fulfilled 
silence. The truth, not only of the insight that has been acquired, but the truth of life, 
the state of being in tmth that has been achieved in the conversation, continues to 
make itself felt, indeed becomes deeper, in the course of this silence.
Whilst the analysis is conducted on a thematic basis (“themes are the structures of 
meaning” [van Manen, 1997:101]), this is also used to bring order and discipline to
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the research and to enable connections between the various parts of the thesis. We 
are, and have been, throughout the research, primarily concerned with finding 
meaning which is the purpose of human science research. As van Manen (1997:79) 
says, “desire is not just a psychological state; it is a state of being. Desire refers to a 
certain attentiveness and deep interest in an aspect of life.” Our lifeworlds are made 
up of these desires and lived experiences which are interpreted through these themes.
The respondents’ experiences are varied and have different triggers which make 
possible a number of key findings. Data are analysed from the perspective of the 
themes arising out of the research question and the sub questions. The Interview 
Schedule (Appendix III) was used as a trigger set of questions as dictated by the 
interview, however, all key questions were covered in essence. The main research 
question is "can we learn the sacredT and the two over-arching questions are: are my 
experiences unique, and, what is the architect thinking, within which we incorporate 
the question, is he trying to re-create, represent or facilitate a sense of the sacredl 
We examine the first question in the following chapter and the second in Part III.
We use the key themes within the argument as described in the Introduction to 
structure the analysis, however, it is important to remember that the very nature of the 
research means that these key themes are at times inextricably intertwined even as we 
try and analyse them separately -  it is not always possible to look at the experience 
apart from its context. Also, all respondents talked of their experiences, their 
interpretations and the learning they gained, in an interconnected manner, and so the 
whole process of experiencing was an integral one for them. For ease of reference and 
understanding, I examined their responses, primarily, using key themes that came up 
in Part I and are easily identifiable from those chapters and grouping relevant 
questions under those sections, however, this is only a loose structure as, necessarily 
due to the nature of the inquiry, each section also includes questions that are relevant 
to others.
We find that all of the respondents, without exception, exhibited visible signs of 
emotion, even tears as they recalled their experiences. What became very clear is that 
profound experiences are initially taken on board in the heart and the spirit and only 
upon reflection, can they be articulated, and then, only partially, as we see. (Hirji,
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2006:137). According to Schleiermacher (cf. Brandt, 1968), although theory does not 
give praxis its integrity, it does enable praxis to become more self-aware. This does 
not mean that this is a less rational science but that the notions of “truth and 
understanding” (yerstehen) require that the notions of rationality are broadened 
(Gadamer, 1975; Ricoeur, 1981). These experiences became a journey for each of 
them, albeit unexpected, as acknowledged by them, taking them deep into the initial 
cultural context that had thrown up that experience for them but then moving past it, 
re-living the experience as though it had just taken place. The ineffable is always 
present in life and therefore is fundamentally mysterious but experience of these 
moments can be shared and articulated to an extent through language, but because of 
its limitations, more so through art (Hirji: 2006:138). Scholars like Heidegger, 
Merleau-Ponty, Levinas and Bachelard have all used poetic language to embody the 
notion of rationality, however, this must not be seen as any less rigorous or robust 
than the precision employed in quantitative research. The completeness and fullness 
of detail, as van Manen (1997:17-18) says, ensures that standards are upheld, but also, 
that it is “prepared to be “soft”, “soulful”, “subtle” and “sensitive” in an effort to 
bring the range of meanings of life’s phenomena to our awareness.”
Heidegger (1962:37). says that the ‘meaning of phenomenological description as a 
method lies in interpretation ... the phenomenology ... is a hermeneutic in the 
primordial signification of this word, where it designates this business of interpreting. 
And whilst others such as Silverman and Husserl make distinctions between 
description and interpretation, Gadamer (1986:68) makes a distinction between two 
senses of interpreting. The first one, which is akin to that of both Husserl and 
Heidegger’s notions of description, is a “revealing of what the thing itself already 
points to ... we attempt to interpret that which at the same time conceals itself.” This, 
as we saw in the chapter on the Sacred, and will see in the following chapters, is the 
case with both the ineffable and the built form and architecture. The second kind of 
interpreting is “when we interpret the meaning of something that is already an 
interpretation, such as in the case of a work of art”. We see both these ways of 
interpretation in this research when we interpret others’ experiences but also interpret 
our own and others’ experiences of a building and other “life-worlds as expressed in 
symbolic form” (van Manen, 1997:25).
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8.7 Limitations of Research
• There are probably areas within the research that may be found wanting 
epistemologically if only because these findings are the researcher’s 
interpretations. But I hope that the fact that several other people’s 
interpretations are also present (including scholars as well as those derived 
from in-depth interviews), supported by theory, will attest to the validity and 
reliability of these findings. As Denzin (1994:500, 1989) says, “social science 
must rest on interpretation”. That is also how experiences are lived and 
engage hermeneutical reflection. The generalisability and transferability of 
the findings have, I believe, been brought to light within the research.
• There is a possibility that the methodology might have been conducted 
differently in terms of separating the two areas of experience of the sacred and 
experience of the building as I have done in the Interview Schedule. This was 
not possible firstly because it was difficult to arrange two interviews with each 
respondent. Also, some of the respondents indicated at that early stage that 
their initial experiences had different triggers than the building which gave me 
reassurance that I would be able to get authentic and ‘true’ interviews -  as it 
is, the fusion of the experience and its context even within the recollections of 
the respondents showed an inevitability as I explained in this chapter. 
Notwithstanding that, I attempted to keep the two areas separate as indicated 
in the Interview Schedule but I realised almost immediately in the first 
interview how difficult and unnatural it would be to separate the two areas as 
the experience and the context were totally fused into one experience for all 
the respondents.
We now move on to analysis of the experiences of the respondents in the following 
chapter in an effort to gain greater insight into the way in which others experience the 
ineffable and how they interpret and give meaning to those experiences.
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9 Chapter IX - Analysis of Experience of the Ineffable____________
Having conducted the interviews and taken the question 'are my experiences unique' 
to others, we see that other people have the same experiences also and our knowledge 
and understanding of this comes initially from the interpretations gathered in Part I 
and the respondents in this section. Part II. We now have pointers from the methods 
and methodology we have employed with which to test the relevancy of these 
interpretations. We know now that sixteen people had similar experiences to my own 
(see Chapter I). I know therefore that these experiences are not unique to me although 
we are aware that no two persons can have exactly the same experience. But I can 
ask whether these experiences and their interpretations make sense to the respondents 
in terms of the ‘sacred’ place, the unknown and the ineffable and am now in a 
position to examine the experiences and interpretations of others.
A multi-disciplinary approach has been used in this thesis, a number of fundamental 
principles as we saw in Chapters I and VIII, to de-construct this very complex set of 
concepts and meanings. We have seen the necessity and validity of including all of 
these disciplines to learning the sacred. If we do not include these in the thesis, the 
richness of the complexity and depth of the learning and understanding is 
compromised. We have talked psychologically, sociologically, philosophically and 
anthropologically, and we talk about the sense of mystery that began this whole 
research and prompted the question 'are my experiences unique’ which we examined 
in the last chapter and which we address through the experiences of others in this 
chapter. To reiterate, the building that the respondents refer to here is The Ismaili 
Centre and Jamat Khana (JK) that is, place of gathering, in Calgary, Canada, (see 
Chapter XII and Appendix V(a) and V(b) for photographs).
Language, of course, is a crucial part of any experiencing and enables us to articulate 
and communicate meaning. It is the one form of communication that we find has 
been reserved for human beings, however, within the context of our research question, 
'can we learn the sacred’, we have found it to be limited and limiting. We find that 
we have tried to find and give meaning culturally and theologically to experiences of 
the sacred within the context of faith communities, not just through memories, but
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through real experiences. There is a constant re-interpretation which takes place 
within the context of such experiences and we find that our faith communities, which 
socialise us, also help us give our experiences meaning. We question how this 
happens and find that learning plays a significant role in how we interpret and give 
meaning, learning that takes place tacitly. This may bring a change in thought 
patterns but experience of the sacred is a fundamental event. Primary experience 
(Jarvis, 1992; Chapter III) which is universal, is directly imbibed whilst secondary 
experience is usually leamt culturally, enabling us to form meanings and add systems 
of meaning. Both of these are within the nature of experience.
We find that scholars talk about faith but not of experience, possibly because 
language is limited. However, artists have found a way -  they express the unknown 
phenomenon through symbols. What do others do? Do they adopt the same medium? 
Or do they use these artists’ media of expression to express their own experiences and 
emotions? We find out what happens in this chapter by examining the experiences of 
others and at the end of the chapter, move on to the next stage of this thesis. Part III, 
in which we address our second key question; what is the architect thinking?
9.1 Experience and Interpretation of Experience
There were some very harrowing accounts from a number of them, all within different 
contexts which made me think back to the questions that arose from Part I of the 
thesis: what are the contexts within which we have these experiences that we
interpret and give meaning to and that we can recall with such emotion? Initial 
experiences for L stemmed from her loneliness and ‘aloneness’ whilst D had 
traumatic physical experiences in her adolescence and H’s experience happened on a 
ski slope during an avalanche! But some of their experiences were also situated 
within ‘holy’ buildings. How do we know at that time that we are experiencing 
extraordinary moments but also very importantly, what embeds them in our memories 
and joins them to other such experiences? For E there was no doubt as to the 
‘certainty’ of his ‘spiritual’ experience and its subsequent impact on his life. What are 
the elements that constitute that experience so that we understand it as an 
extraordinary experience? Why are we able to look back on them, experience them 
again in the telling o f such experiences but also seem to include an evaluator tone -
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‘why am I  crying?’ (L, p. 10) - thereby indicating reflection? And this again brings in 
experiential learning which is now becoming apparent in different ways which we 
shall also see as a thread running through this chapter.
So what is so extraordinary in these accounts? Practically the very first question we 
ask at the beginning of this thesis: how and in what form do human beings encounter 
the unknown and experience i f  becomes relevant very quickly as interviews gets 
under way. How do we identify it and understand it? Is it in the form of inspiration, 
insight and grace?
My own experience in Taba, Egypt (April 2003) saw it as ‘timelessness’ and a ‘sense 
of the same vastness that I  could see outside was inside me too’. Incredibly, E 
corroborates this almost exactly: ‘anybody could fit in that space. Is this why the 
respondents seemed so unable to separate elements of their extraordinary 
experiences? What impact does this kind of experience have on us and where do we 
go with the experience? H places his experiences squarely within the context of his 
faith community as does G. This inner, individual culture is where experience, 
learning and being enter into a relationship and where tacit interpretation takes place. 
Did the respondents experience in the same manner? It was inevitable that the next 
question would be: does reflection on this type of experience bring about 
transformation in the self? As Berg (2001:139) says, “Reflexivity further implies a 
shift in the way we understand data and their collection.” The internal dialogue we 
engage in enables us to accomplish this and we do this by questioning the findings we 
come up with and reflecting upon them. L in reflecting on her experiences said ‘I feel 
them [experiences], I internalise them and they become a part of the tapestry of who I 
am, and I make a conscious effort of doing that. Because I want every experience that 
I go through [tears here] to prepare me for that’. She sees her experiences as 
informing her and causing a transformation within her self. For N, his experience 
reminded him of ‘love, affection, friendship, peace’. Berg (2001:139) says “To be 
reflexive is to have an ongoing conversation with one’s self’ something that happened 
throughout the time of this research as active construction of interpretations of field 
experiences (Hertz, 1995;van Manen, 1988) and the manner of these interpretations of 
my own and others’ experiences came to light. This is a theme that came up for all of
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the respondents and is a significant finding that has an important bearing on how we 
leam. This is shown in some detail in this section of the thesis.
Most respondents remembered moving experiences from between eight and eleven 
years of age. We look at memorisation not simply in the ordinary way, rather we look 
at it also as a matter of recall in which the tacit interpretations that we make in the 
moment of happening of the experience become a meaning-giving exercise. In 
Chapter I we ask: what happens to it then? Does this change people and mould their 
identity to give them a sense of self? How does it do this? Z’s experiences led to her 
looking for and finding the same kind of response whichever Jamat Khana (JK) she 
went to, this was her learning and led to a transformation in her being on a daily basis 
and in her relationships with her clients. For E, this meant that the humility he felt in 
the moment of his experience had become the cornerstone of his being-in-the-world.
One of the questions was: what would you call such an experience, and E and N 
described it as: ‘humbling’ and all exhibited emotion. It was as though the humility 
experienced then, which I understand as creature-feeling and creature-hood, perhaps 
as Otto (1923) did, still had a profound effect on them, even in recall. Even 
Schleiermacher’s ‘dependency’ is relevant here in terms of total submission to the 
Creator. This sense of humility is brought up in H in his complete submission to the
Maker’s total control... there was this sudden blast of snow which was coming down 
with a lot of wind and all that and you are skiing through that and you get this sense 
that ‘wow’, talk about majesty and awe ... and yeah, that’s one of those experiences, 
where I wasn’t scared of dying at that point but it was just that this, this awe of the 
majesty ... it was wheeeey, it’s like the Maker, you know, (very emotional here). It 
doesn’t matter how you understand that but the Maker, um, has total control over you, 
whether you like it or not, and it’s just, so there is a profound experience in the 
middle of nowhere! ! There you go, you don’t have to be in a mosque!
For W, though, the sacred space created by the JK is pivotal to his emotional 
equilibrium and as the centre of his being.”
B, W and Z felt ‘peaceful’ and Z also said ‘It’s -  I can’t describe it ... at that time, I 
feel money is nothing, children is [sic] nothing, I myself am nothing, all I see is Him’.
©Naznin Hirji 2007 202
This ‘indescribability’ of the experience was something that was acknowledged by 
almost all of the respondents at some stage of the interview. M felt it was ‘sacred’ 
and W described it as a sensation (p. 18):’you know, it’s like electricity, it goes 
through your body’ as well as an inner feeling ‘peaceful, very quiet’, two almost 
opposite responses taking place simultaneously in the same person at the same time, 
one sensory, one ineffable! E did this too: “I can say that whatever I did, in that type 
of situation, whatever I did, it cooled me down, okay? It, it, I wouldn’t say it slowed 
me down, it created a kind of ah, integrating effect”. As an inner experience, he said 
his experience made him feel ‘part of the environment’ and “when you feel part of it 
[the inner environment created by the experience], then it’s a kind of fana 
[nothingness, emptiness]”. We talked about this initial link between sensation and 
inner experience (Chapter III) which is how we recognize that we have had an extra­
ordinary moment. I see this as the primary experience of the unknown, this dual 
effect of the sensory and the inner experience, not just the sensory. This ‘flow’ which 
can be ‘episodic’ or ‘continuous’, according to Oakeshott (1966) becomes for E an 
ongoing one as he strives to live within that inner environment on a continuous basis. 
W (p 22) describes it as: “Our outer is the reflection of the inner. People look at what 
you’re doing and then they know what is inside you, what your intentions are.”
H felt precisely what Otto (1923) has expressed about the ‘holy’: ‘awe and majesty’ 
during his experience of an avalanche. These experiences have highlighted the fact 
that people’s inner beings are impacted upon in these kinds of experiences and when 
asked to reflect upon them, they almost surprised themselves by the kind of 
interpretations that they had put upon them. They also realised that that ‘humbling’ 
experience still held true as even in the telling they felt the significant impact of their 
experiences. As G said of the JK: “I think ... humility and that the building isn’t 
very ornate, that we all must be humble because if we are humble then we can all give 
to others, I think simplicity, that we don’t need to add all these flamboyant things to 
our lives, that if we stick within the basics of our faith, that is really all we need.” -  
profound messages that were echoed by others.
Respondents talked of experience, but not only of one type of experience, they talked 
of childhood experiences that affected their whole lives such as the one described by 
L and her relationship with her father, her sense of isolation and of being ‘left alone’
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all the time as well as D and her harrowing account of abuse at the hands of a trusted 
family friend, how this impacted upon the way in which she experienced, moving out 
of herself and distancing herself from physical reality into a mental and emotional 
reality that was more real to her at times.
This is juxtaposed with the interpretations given to their experienees by Y and M. For 
Y, his ineffable experiences translate unequivocally into ‘respect’: M says “I respect 
everyone, but the other thing that taught me is the religion part of it, that no matter 
who it is, even if it be whatever religion. Catholic, Muslim, anything, it doesn’t 
matter, that we are all equal, it doesn’t matter .... ” It is clear how closely the 
respondents have interlinked the inner and outer experiences and we bring up here the 
taken-for-granted concepts of existence and within the context of experience we see 
how meaning is given to them and how they are deconstructed and reconstructed to 
open up a larger field of learning to everyday awareness.
The examples provided by the respondents are moving and significant and they 
portray not only the tacit learning that takes place but also the reflection and 
contemplation of that experience that has brought the respondent to their present 
position. E says: “... to the extent that if somebody would, ah, I wouldn’t get 
offended, let me put it that way, if anybody would do anything to me, I would still 
remain quiet, humble and you know, with a lot of patience, so it created so much
space, in me, that anybody could fit in  and then in that state when I used to read
something, I would quickly understand”. We see here the lack of dichotomy between 
the mind, body and spirit (Chapter II) that is encompassed by such an experience and 
that the intellectual and the contemplative play an important part. We see this within 
the context of the concept of learning.
9.2 Learning, Experiential Learning and Transformation
The sense is almost with the mystery of the building in my own experience -  that I 
had this experience, there was this atmosphere outside that I eould feel -  and that this 
sense was prompted by the building. In some way I learned about the unknown. 
Culture could not teach me the answers but as I grew up, culture may have given me 
some of the answers, even if not all. Therefore, this thesis was bom, and through
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similar types of experiences, I experienced that sense of the mystery again and 
realised that perhaps the only way to sum it up was to think of these as pointers, as a 
suggestion, a ‘rumour’ (Berger, 1969) that there is something beyond the immediate, 
that although it may only be a ‘rumour’, that it was possible to experience it and 
therefore there is a learning experience. Basically, I have learned about the unknown 
- that it exists. There is a rumour and there is a possibility. Did others leam in the 
same manner? This is me, my interpretation, but we live in society and therefore, 
how do I communicate this, how do others communicate this?
E related significant experiences earlier that led to immense transformation within his 
being: “And then in that state when I used to read something, I would quickly 
understand. ...And, in an, you know, it’s normally unimaginable but that time, 
whatever I studied, it would stay in my mind, I could go, I would understand it, even 
sometimes I would not understand a word, still I would go beyond the words [in the 
sense of understanding even beyond his capacity to understand the literal meaning of 
the word, yet he understood at an intrinsie level, the inner meaning]. The capacity of 
the human being to leam similar lessons from different experiences is significantly 
portrayed through the respondents’ examples of their various and varied ineffable 
experiences. And in the larger picture, this represents the ‘we are all equal’ and 
‘respect for all religions’ adages as all human beings are heading in the same 
direction, taking various routes.
E said a profound thing: “And in fact, I can say, those three years, they set the 
direction of my life. Wherever I would have gone, I would have stayed within the 
parameter that was drawn there. That was the level of effect that it had.” There is the 
kind of certainty and knowledge in the words of this respondent that is so categorical 
and so clear that one wonders at the level of experience that obviously occurred for 
him. This was a life-changing experience that ‘set the direction’ for him and from 
which he draws the kind of support and guidance that enables him to make decisions 
and to remain centred. We have a glimpse here of the immense capacity of the sacred 
that is the experience, the meaning-making, the teaming and the transformation. Here 
is a clear example of teaming the sacred, recognizing it, feeling it, remembering it and 
being able to identify it as the cause of those fluid ‘parameters’.
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According to L: “Sometimes you, it’s because of these lonely times that I’ve had the 
capacity to reflect .... I think I’ve reached deeper places within myself because of 
those early experiences”. When asked if she revisited her experiences and did she 
find that she leamt something from that very consciously, she said (p 12) “you know, 
every time you revisit it, it’s obviously because there is a need for you to take it 
further. There is a need for you to understand that a little more, because obviously it 
is something that you have not resolved within yourself.... and it, it is just a synonym 
for something else? Maybe it’s triggering a totally different experience for you ... 
you know the root goes back to that” [the early experience] and she uses that to leam 
from and transform herself. The experience appears to have become symbolic for her. 
‘So I think that it is really those earlier experiences that have defined me’ (p 16). As 
for transformation, this is what she has to say (p 28):
I think what it does is that there is this perpetual adding of a component of an 
unknown entity that is added to you every time you have an experience like this, 
when you participate in an experience like that, and it just adds to you. It adds 
another dimension to you and it makes you bigger, it makes you calmer, it makes you 
more invincible to a certain degree because an experience like that -  what that does to 
you is that it elevates you.
C (p 12-13) has something equally profound to add: “when you become nothing, it’s 
when you become something, and that something is the transformation. And that 
something is then so heavy with all the godly attributes, that something becomes that 
something because you are now allowing that nothingness and zero to be filled with 
something that is totally spiritual attributes which will mean nothing unless they are 
practiced”. We see here the spiritual put through the conceptual and transformed into 
action. E has also experienced this and calls it becoming “fana fi  allah” meaning 
becoming annihilated so that one can begin to ‘exist in God’ -  although Bergson’s 
(2001) durée refers to ‘duration’ there is a sense in which this concept of ‘existing in 
God’ has a similar state of ‘duration’ which, if perceived as ‘in the flow of God’ in 
fact, may stand the possibility of being at least somewhat understood. Once again, we 
see the limitations of language. X sees it as a transformative experience: “you are a 
nicer, calmer person for the rest of the day ... because you’re in touch with the Spirit 
... bottom line, it is all to do with the Creator”. Others think “it’s .... something that 
you just can’t even describe”, Z says “It’s the internal power ... it is just leamt by 
yourself’. This made me wonder if the quality of their meditation changed at all and
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E (p 9) felt that “it did, but not the level of struggle. You see, because the 
environment helps. I did not notice at that time, but I was extremely excited to get 
more and more learning, umm, very much inspired and motivated ...”. As for L, “You 
know what, an experience like that cannot be in isolation. It permeates throughout 
you. If it changes you in that profound way, it’s going to change every interaction that 
you have. It’s going to change every single way that you look at something ... 
because your mechanism of analysing things, you are looking at it with a different 
eye, you have a different perspective on things, so it’s a dynamic process, it’s not a 
static process”.
9.2.1 Ethics and Morality
D had a traumatic childhood and leamt to cope with it through her ‘sense of humour’ 
which is an intemal attribute, not physical. Through the trauma and the coping 
mechanism, she delved into a deeper level and became stronger (p 16): “I just, I have 
strength. I have more strength, I am stronger, I am more able to deal with it 
emotionally ... I never forget those sounds”. A change which D does not realise, has 
occurred, a leaming has taken place which she does not recognise as such, because 
‘more strength’ ‘I am stronger’ ‘more able to deal with it emotionally’ all mean a 
changed person. A similar point is made by C (p 9-11): “So I go back to my business 
life and I think of all the interactions and the dealings that I have with my business 
associates, and which is where I take with me the godly attributes that we are all 
supposed to work with ...’’you’ll do all the good that you can but sometimes the bad 
will come back to you, from the same person or from somewhere, but at the end of the 
day, it is not between you and the person, it is between you and God”. She also 
corroborates what the thesis says in terms of leaming the sacred -  how, through 
conscious awareness of our ethical responsibilities and of the non-dichotomous 
balance between mortality and immortality, it is possible to make an actual difference 
in the way we conduct our lives. “This is then where the realisation comes to us that 
the purpose of our existence and our earthly life is not just for one purpose, it is a dual 
purpose. Then that dual purpose has to be realised, crystallised as we go along” 
(pl4). Holding the sacred at the heart of leaming in all situations can enable this -  
this is what this thesis is about and the question ‘are my experiences unique’ has 
found a significant response in the exploration of the experiences of others.
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According to C, “I still forgive him and that forgiveness would not have happened 15 
years ago.” The ability to forgive has been leamt and is being lived, even within a 
business environment, but is situated within her being as a lesson leamt through 
spiritual growth over a number of years. As well as the concept of awareness and just 
as throughout the thesis, the focus has been on being open to experiences, ‘looking 
beyond the obvious’ (Chapter I), so here C (p 14) also highlights this point: “ ... and 
even if it is flowing in all the time, you have not opened your spiritual eye and the 
heart to receive it. So God is in his unconditional way, sending messages but because 
you have not made the effort to receive it and the person is outside the door but you 
are not opening the door for that person to come in, then you, it won’t happen.”
This is corroborated by C (p 1):“... it’s like, it’s like taking my soul to work” and this 
means that all her interactions are coloured by her experiences of profound moments 
from which she leams to form her code of conduct. B (p 10) also feels that “the 
reflection would simply be a re-assessment of you know, what’s wrong in life ... I’d 
be wanting to say that ‘you know, God’s got it right!’ As much as we try, as much as 
we attempt to make things beautiful, we’ve still got a ways to go. That’s the kind of 
reflection that that would kind of invoke”. And according to N: “it matures you, it 
makes you, it gives you a realisation, too, it’s a leaming experience. When asked how 
this might happen, he said: ‘ ... people would be -  right now what you experience, 
and it’s not forgotten but it is sort of laid back, now you’ll be a little bit practical and 
... it can become part of daily life. In creation, in conduct, in any aspect of human 
being’s daily life.” He is talking of leaming the experience of the sacred and 
translating it into everyday action. We see an example here of the point made earlier 
about language being a capricious and arbitrary symbol and how the moment we 
articulate and begin to explain our experiences, they begin to lose ‘something’ as 
though in the telling, we reduced the experience to something less than it was.
All the respondents, without exception, found that their experiences had influenced 
their behaviours towards others as well as in the way they conducted their lives, 
whether professional or personal. C said that when she created a position in her 
business especially to provide employment and then was ‘stabbed in the back’ by the 
employee, she still was able to forgive him as she saw it as her ‘good intentions’ 
however that person eventually behaved. Her ‘spiritual’ experiences had made her
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more tolerant, she felt, and she carried this leaming as a life-lesson which dictated her 
attitude. We see the ethics and morality that we talk about (Chapter IV) as a ‘clear 
link being made here between ethics, morality, symbols, contemplation and 
experience of the ineffable in the extemal world’. We see also the role of values 
(Chapter II) and how there ‘seems’ no choice but to do the ‘right thing’. As C says (p 
6): “the answers come, a month later, a year later, that what happened was the right 
thing to happen, although it was not beneficial at that time”. This is what the 
experience of the ineffable appears to do -  even whilst there is a choice, there is none 
because in the end, you are compelled by that reinforced sense of ethics and morality 
to do the ‘right thing’. We see here both Luckmann’s (1967:49) ‘transcendence of 
biological nature’ and Bruner’s (1990:33) ‘cultural systems of interpretation’ 
arguments come in (Chapter I) and whilst this thesis agrees with both to an extent, it 
posits that we move beyond both and that in the ineffable experience, both culture and 
the properties of biological nature are superseded entirely in the experience of the 
unknown.
E found that he was able to identify the source of his experience, that he knew, he had 
the certainty, there was no doubt about it (p 8): But this is the experience that ... 
enabled me to survive, through that impossible time. Because I knew that there is 
mercy, and there is grace and there is support from, spiritual support, from the 
source”. At age 16-19 (p 9), E had a real recognition of there being something 
beyond what we can see or hear or feel, beyond all sensation and beyond anything 
that one can imagine. He leamt an incredible lesson from it that transformed the rest 
of his life: “gives you, not only through that particular time, but you know, later on in 
life, whenever there was a crisis, then I knew I can survive. Not only survive, but 
come out more successfully ... so again, we have to remain very humble -  to accept 
this”. This certainty is echoed by L (p 25): “That’s the only thing that’s stable, that is 
the only thing that is not conditional on anything. Its always there”. B is very candid 
about how his experiences impact on him:
NH: Is that enough, sometimes, do you feel, to make some changes?
B: Yeah, yes, that’s the part I would call Soul.
NH: That it changes, or that it impacts on?
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B: That... it impacts on, that you know, I feel that as I pass through life, that my life 
experiences at some point in time will be expressed in my soul, if you will.
Y also found that his deep experiences of the Calgary JK have enabled him to draw 
far-reaching lessons that he uses in daily life (p 3): “... leaming imparted -  about me, 
therefore about my people; the physical form lent itself to express my religion .... 
concept of Imamat [the concept of the living, direct descendent of the Prophet 
Muhammad who is the spiritual leader of the Ismaili Muslims], articulated and home 
out by the physical environment.” Ineffable experiences seem to imbue people with a 
sense of purpose, of mission. C (p 19) corroborates this: “you cannot teach unless 
you first search, you experience, and you put it into action and those actions allow 
other people to get the message. And one of my respondents, a Mormon believer, G (p 
8) had this to say: “... we really should -  carry that with us, beyond the building. We 
should live what we’ve learned inside that building, we should live it.”
Here, the fact of the leaming taking place through the building is in no doubt, it has 
been accepted as a fact, but G goes on to advocate the carrying and sharing of that 
leaming through ‘living’ which includes our interactions with others and self 
development. She says “When we go out we shouldn’t just do such as the Christians 
go to church only on Sunday, um, they shouldn’t, Sunday evening through the 
following Sunday morning with one life and then come to Church on Sunday and 
that’s, that’s not the way the answer is. So they should carry that, um, feeling that 
they get in the church building and carry it through the rest of their life and it should 
just be renewed again when they go into that building”. This is her interpretation and 
understanding of how she sees the faith and her key point here is that we cannot 
separate our ethics, our beliefs and our faith from our everyday life and conduct and 
limit those to one day in the week, that we need to carry those all the time in 
everything that we do and that we do not ‘pick them up’ again when we revisit the 
building, we ‘renew’ them, that is, refresh the experience or seek to re-create those 
experiences but not anew so much as a matter of ‘discontinuity’ (Bachelard, 1971) 
which means enveloping the old experience within the new.
Values are portrayed through art and whether aware or not, we take those on board 
because we meet the building and the space, (H, p ll): “but when you think about
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every soul that’s out there, is from the Maker so we’re all part and parcel, ... so it 
informs you ... in a big way, because it informs you into your next actions, how you 
talk, how you behave, what you do, what you don’t do, um, it becomes, it just makes 
you who you are”. This is corroborated by O’Sullivan et al (2002:11, Chapter VI) in 
their core definition of transformative leaming in that it “involves experiencing a 
deep, stmctural shift in the basic premises of thought, feeling and actions. It is a shift 
of consciousness that dramatically and permanently alters our way of being in the
world .....” and is also incorporated into Jarvis’s transformative model of leaming
(Chapter III)
For L this began when she was about eight years old and located the experience in 
deep hurt within a familial situation which perpetuated itself many times over years of 
growing up. In the recounting of several examples of the repeated core experience of 
‘being alone’ the respondent became highly emotional and at one point seemed 
exasperated at her own tears and emotion. This reminds one of the caution that 
Fowler (1995:240) advocates about the thoughts and feelings that respondents express 
and attribute to themselves at those times in the past as representing their constmction 
or remembering of them at the time of the interview might not be the real 
representation of what was seen and felt then. In this instance, however, as with 
several others, it was transparently clear that what she was expressing was almost 
total recall and that the emotion experienced was directly related to the experience(s) 
that she was recounting and that she goes on to cite as the one (followed by other such 
experiences) that were the cause of her opening up to the ‘spiritual’ because she was 
touched at that depth. The initial core experience could be seen as ‘negative’ but 
subsequently the self began to adjust itself to the possibilities within that experience 
and draw from its depths that which was ineffable and ungraspable. It is generally 
understood and indeed, cited in primary texts, the value and spiritual growth that is 
possible through the experience of suffering. Another respondent D also falls within 
this category as cited earlier in this chapter. This is also highlighted by Gadamer 
(1976) in terms of the possibility of the experience being shocking and disturbing.
Sometimes, it is fear that paralyses our movement forward in terms of experiencing 
the ineffable. Otto talked about fear of the unknown and fear of the Other and getting 
to know the Creator. There is fear in building a relationship even with God and one
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might sit in meditation and maybe remain open enough to experience of the unknown 
but then come across something - and people have actually withdrawn, because of the 
fear of what they may encounter. This is a natural response and then we go back to 
seeking that experience as we have in a way geared ourselves up to the unexpected 
encounter. And, in a sense, we play that out in our lives with each other when we 
encounter something in a person we see that we either do not like or we do not 
understand, we may either respond very aggressively or just withdraw from fear of 
what we are going to find. But, as G (pi3) says, “Our inner beings are simple, we 
need to reflect that on the outside too.” Maybe then it becomes possible to put things 
into perspective so that the ineffable has its rightful place too? Experiences have a 
way of pulling us up and making us question things. There is a certain sacredness to 
questioning because when we begin to question, we might not get the answers we 
want, there are certain things that raise more questions than answers, but at least it 
makes us go on questioning, wanting to know more. Therefore the reflection and the 
contemplation that is then opened up is absolutely crucial to learning.
M says of the lessons from her experience: I have to fight harder but then I have to sit 
back and I cry and all that but then I always sit back and think, okay, Fm a better 
person .... I’m a bigger person than them’ [the people who have hurt her] ... it 
moulds you into a different way of life -  it moulds your life, I think ... it moulds me 
into who I am’. She carries the impact of her ineffable experiences into her 
interactions with others and draws her attitude and consequently, her behaviour, from 
that experience to inform her actions. Here we see clearly the effect of Jarvis’s (2006) 
affective, cognitive, practical cycle of leaming (Chapter III). For L also, when asked 
what these powerful experiences have done for her and how they might have changed 
her internally if at all, her response was: “they have crystallised me, I think there is a 
lot of stuff that I had attached to myself and given identity as myself, which I have 
shed”, a powerful statement in itself. As Gadamer (1976:12, Chapter V) says, “the 
real power of hermeneutical consciousness is our ability to see what is questionable”. 
This translates into different realities for different people. Whilst persons like L 
question life’s experiences and draw positive, transformative lessons from them, 
others may be more inclined to retreat from the power and intensity of their 
experiences which results in a kind of fear.
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We have talked of ‘fear of the unknown’ earlier in the thesis and M (pi5) finds 
resonance with that: “as a person? The other thing is that obviously as humans we are 
obviously living in fear, always living in fear”. N says “Ah, the way you conduct 
your daily life.. ..um ...as a human being God’s best creation, has to in this universe. 
That is what you are supposed to do -  it brings that realisation in your course of 
everyday life. The way how you conduct your daily life, the ethics and all that 
follows with it.” We see here the combination of responsibility as stewards of the 
environment with the human being’s position as a created being and therefore his 
responsibility for his code of conduct. There is a total link being made by this 
respondent, and others, between the ineffable experience and the leaming from it 
which leads to a constant transformation of the self, as explained in Chapter III. This 
brings in the question of memorisation -  if, as this respondent says, this is what you 
are ‘supposed’ to do, when did we first leam what we are ‘supposed’ to do now? We 
see ‘memorisation’ in a very intemal sense here.
9.2.2 Memorisation: more than a mental act
The way in which W has managed to memorise that experience is so profound that 
whilst talking to him, and in his recounting of his experience, I felt ‘my hair stand on 
end’. He took on a presence and the look on his face was unforgettable. His 
memorisation was complete in all its complexity when he said (p6): “You know 
(wobbly voice), it created little vibrations - of peace there?” Like he [the Christian 
minister, upon entering the JK] was frozen (very emotional here with the memory of 
the experience, was visible in his eyes and tears and the rest o f his face, flushed, 
breathless and still awestruck). He was so affected by the fact that this Christian 
minister was having this amazing spiritual experience in JK that he leamt a significant 
lesson from it: “That does me more -  that, I didn’t realise the value of it, but 
somebody else proved what is the value of it, and I felt that time that that amount of 
good came out of it, then I’ve got no description”. And although for me this was 
technically a secondary experience, in reality it felt as though I was having a primary 
experience! This makes it possible for us to understand how a physical space can 
become sacred and enable us to have an extraordinary experience, how, through the 
symbolism either inherent in the object if it is natural, or imbued, how it enables the 
human being to encounter the sacred in the unknown.
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Another form of memorisation is through sound. For D (p 4), the auditory sense was 
the strongest way of retaining the memory of her ineffable experience. That more 
than any other was the trigger of that experience for her and which she sought to re­
experience: “I don’t know if other people felt it, but for me, that was real”. 
Something important came up for D -  that there had to be a dialogue between the 
building and the person. It was becoming clear that the reason that the experience for 
her was stronger to begin with, in one JK than in this particular one, was because she 
was used to enter the first JK with more openness and more of a dialogue that had 
begun with her and she was also therefore more responsive to what the building had 
to offer. This meant that clearly the experience was more intense if the person was 
more open and was ready for the dialogue; the building stands there, ‘forever’ 
offering the experience but some people feel it and others don’t -  what is different? 
Not the building. It is the person’s inner being that is different and comes to the 
building with different levels of openness or none at all. That is the difference.
C (p5) adds that: “...while it is the person’s profession of faith [or level of 
understanding] that allows him to come to that level, to express whatever that building 
is supposed to express, beyond that it takes me to the supernatural power, the one who 
is above all else [C refers to the Maker/the Absolute as a ‘supernatural power’ a 
common cultural form of referring], and allows that person or that architecture to 
produce what is intended to be.”
9.3 Are Interpretations Culture-specific?
An important question that came up from the research was whether these profound 
experiences were culture-bound. We begin with culture, yes, as when the first thing 
that a group of people form my faith community would do is to find a space where 
everyone could pray together. However, in ineffable experiences, we transcend 
culture and have a pure experience. I particularly wanted to know what others 
thought with regard to this: Z (p ll) had this to say: “Yeah, it’s my belief, that came 
from my background [from his faith community] but he adds: “Like in my view, this, 
our religions, maybe are the separations, because we’ve got one thing in common -
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we need to purify and think about this ... yes, there are more similarities than 
differences!”
This is echoed by B who felt that “all the structures that we put around it as part of 
this world, kind of, are not important, they are not necessary.” (In the end, B as a 
Christian and I as a Muslim, were relating to the same values of compassion and 
generosity, amongst others, that for us made up the sacred and therefore, for me a way 
of life, and for him his faith (but also for him, a way of life, ‘living in faith’ as he put 
it earlier -  p7). He goes on (pl7): “... and we started out and I think, I had what I call 
the institutionalisation of religion which wants me to define, you know, in the United 
Church, they want me to sort of define my life within the rules of the United Church, 
if I was Catholic, to a certain extent, they want me to express my life in terms of ... 
and I just don’t see life in those terms, you know. It creates more problems than it 
solves. Culture, ethics, morality are all tied up within the definition of “faith’ for B 
which itself is what ‘sacred’ means to him: “living in faith”. F (p 11) like the others, 
had not given this much thought to date but now came up with something significant: 
“culture need not play such a large part... but it has to play a certain role in order for 
you to get there. Crawl before you walk.”
C (p 18-19) summarises for a number of the respondents when she says: “And the 
most powerful and impactful thing is when you do it without words and those 
unspoken words will have that message ... and because at the end of the day, we 
believe in one God, we all are praying to one God, through different mediums or ways 
but to reach to him, the ultimate, we are all streams leading into the river which will 
lead us into the ocean. And that ocean is one so we are those little streams ... and 
when I see different gifts in people - that’s when my mind goes to again, that the 
supernatural power becomes apparent in each person ... and W almost finishes the 
sentence for her (p 17): when we talk of putting aside the difference of religion per se 
“then there’s nothing! (laughs delightedly]) right ... it’s all in the mind 
....differences” which view was exactly the same as the one held by one of my 
Christian and Mormon respondents: “Yeah, so the more I am exposed to it [the JK], 
the more I realise that the differences between people are really less and less, you 
know” which is endorsed by G (p 9): “And there’s not one that’s right or better than 
the other.” I believe these are some of the most exciting findings and certainly a
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subject for further research in the future -  these are people from different faiths, 
diverse in language, customs and traditions, but also of the belief that there are more 
commonalities within humankind than differences, that in the end, the spiritual being 
is more important than the physical. Are these individual interpretations and 
culturally articulated? That may be the case but I would posit that the cultural 
articulation and interpretation only applies to a certain level and once again, is only 
the extemal mode of communicating an ineffable, practically indescribable 
experience. We see, clearly, that across all the cultures represented within the thesis, 
the experiences, in essence, transcend those cultural norms and nuances and manner 
of interpretation and are, at the core, based on a common understanding of the human 
condition. If there is a common understanding of the human condition, how then do 
we articulate this understanding? We need to make sense of our experiences and 
therefore we give them meaning, cultural to begin with, but then, if it does become a 
‘common understanding’, perhaps that is an indication that in the final analysis, our 
experiences of the unknown, the sacred, do transcend individual cultures?
9.4 Giving Meaning to Experiences
There are a number of important findings that emerged out of the interviews, some of 
which were brought out in the thesis earlier, but others that add significantly to our 
awareness of how we give meaning and make interpretations. Some of these themes, 
including the spiritual, space that feels sacred, ritual, vibrations of the human voice, 
the purpose of the building, peace, hope, intellect, holy place, have appeared in 
different ways in connection with the sacred and we see below, some of the ways in 
which the respondents experience this in conjunction with the ineffable. This is why, 
at the start of the thesis, and again, within the thesis, I made it clear that this is an 
integrated inquiry wherein all the concepts will not only follow each other 
sequentially but also be a part of each concept -  such is the nature of the ineffable and 
all its constituent elements.
Earlier in the thesis in the Chapter on Leaming we talked about repetition of the 
experience which remains the same but which we interpret differently as we open it 
like the ‘layers of an onion’ and understand it a little better or a little more deeply and 
as we grow older we apply our life experiences to that same experience and unfold the 
meaning a little further: L talked of a sense of ‘belonging’, how she felt
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‘acknowledged’ in the space of the JK; “I would go to school on my own, I would 
come back on my own, I was always alone, and I think that that was the first 
experience that stuck with me, and that has stayed with me, and I have thought about 
it over and over again, and every time you come to a different conclusion.
In the case of L, as with D, like Fowler (1995:241) says, in these respondents’ 
experiences, what was being remembered of the actual experiences (the ‘substance 
and significance’) as well as how it was being remembered (‘what operations of 
thought and valuing underlay the reconstmctive memory’) were both clearly apparent 
and whilst the respondent, as is natural within the span of years, reflected upon 
defining experiences, as L categorised it herself, and brought a fresh interpretation to 
it, it did not seem to be a new interpretation, it was more a case of extending an earlier 
one. Here again, we remember Bachelard’s ‘enveloping’ of the old within the new 
and coming up with an interpretation that is continuous rather starting anew. What 
certainly happened here is that not only did K’s, D’s and E’s recollections ‘take forms 
from their cultures, societal, communal and familial’ but these stemmed from the 
influences of these factors on the original experiences. These recollections appear to 
be informed by perspectives that are grounded in the self.
According to F: “if you made every space you are in, sacred, it doesn’t have to be 
holy or sacred in a spiritual way or religious way, yeah, sacred, that this is a place 
where we should respect each other, and we respect what’s around us, then I think the 
world would be a whole lot different place, wouldn’t it?” and for H: “I truly believe 
the only thing that is sacred and sacrosanct is the human body”. He also made a 
curious point that he didn’t think that where we prayed was necessarily ‘sacred’ but 
then also said: “I find that when in congregation, when we’re doing our devotional 
prayers, I think that’s for me the most moving part because it’s just the unison, there 
are so many souls, all hopefully thinking and saying, and chanting the same thing, I 
think that’s just so powerful” thereby validating Turner’s (1969a:217) notion of 
‘communitas’ and the power of ritualistic prayer in that “for those involved in 
religious rituals, religion is not simply another system of ideas, it also has the highest 
ontological value” which reality Clifford (1973:89) sees as “totally real and 
independent from worldly contingencies and human arrangements”. Therefore where 
we pray obviously does become sacred because that space is forming even as the
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congregational prayer is taking place, newly forming moment to moment even though 
it is also a designated place of worship. K then adds a comment about space: 
“Positively so! [space becomes sacred] I think that it does do that because you’ve 
done this a few times before, you’re coming with that - that this is where I pray”.
N sees it even more broadly: “Oh yes, quite amazing, actually it could be, the world 
would be a better place, if they can understand or if they are aware, of God’s creation, 
form of nature, the buildings, his attitude towards other fellow human beings would 
be much better than what it is now.” When asked if profound experiences were only 
possible in holy places or if architecturally, a building could elicit something similar, 
N said: “Oh yes, specially when you see the way they’re being built -  they are not 
just built for the sake of building, there is a purpose of building, there is some sort of - 
it has to do with the customs or traditions, or what you call, social conscience. If you 
visit any Muslim country, you visit places like old Mombasa, Kenya, or Zanzibar, and 
the way the buildings have been constructed there, and the ones that you see in 
Western countries -  totally different. Without any hesitation I would say that those 
buildings that are built in those types of countries -  it shows closeness, it is, those 
buildings represent people - are one, unlike in European countries or western 
countries where it is, those buildings don’t give that impression that you are all one.” 
We see here a significant concept emerging from these experiences of architecturally- 
conducive buildings -  that of a sense of an underlying unity (Hirji, 2006:137, 146, 
Appendix VI).
Ineffable experiences seem to imbue people with a sense of purpose, of mission. But, 
as C points out, “You make a choice, and we as human beings, are allowed to make 
choices. But where are those choices coming from? Who’s going to inspire you -  
you need that spiritual guidance and inspiration.” Perhaps this question is simply 
another way of understanding the human connection with the divine. There seemed to 
be a very spiritual, a very religious connection for human beings for N (pi2). 
Throughout his interview this had been his central tenet, that human beings are so 
connected to God that they are the best of creation, as is said in the Qur’an: “That can 
make material life and spiritual life as one, your daily life is part of your spiritual 
life.” For E, it also meant a connection to his everyday life: “And also the potential to 
grow, you see, the hope that goes with this experience, infinite hope whereas Z (pl9)
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says: “Whatever I do, it happens automatically ... it is mapped out.” Much of what 
the respondents have said can be the focus for further research -  some very important 
and complex concepts such as this last one by Z of following a course set 
primordially, with alignment of the human will with that of the Divine Will, and that 
of sacrifice by C, have surfaced.
The profound experience of the ineffable appears to translate into a number of things 
for different people. For many of them, it was ‘peace’ or a ‘calmness’ amongst other 
things. One of the things that it did for E was to engender a sense of hope which is 
really an extension of the experience into a future domain. His initial experience was 
so extra-ordinary and so profound that it drew up parameters for any other such 
experiences for the rest of his life which means that this initial experience must have 
been of the highest order.
A major, initial validation of the thesis’s stance on the concept of the intellect, led to 
one of the most significant findings of the research in terms of giving meaning. The 
concept of intellect came up on different occasions under different guises and we 
follow this up as an important insight in the Chapter on Conclusion and Synthesis. 
For K (p6-7) “the freedom to think and the freedom to use your intellect, I mean that, 
... if you take everything away from me, just give me that, that’s enough ... to think 
for yourself, to intellectualise things that we see is in itself a paradigm that you’re 
walking with wherever you go, that allows you to, I think, you know, appreciate and 
... become a better human being for that ... and when I say, better human being, I 
mean a good human being is one who would leave this world a better place than they 
found it -  and there are a hundred million ways of doing that!” But he also sees how 
this might be dis-abled either through extemal control or through oneself: K (p 6): 
“... because how many people are in a prison? I mean if you look a t ... because they 
have so many barriers”. K naturally uses this metaphor to indicate a ‘closed’ mind 
and juxtapose that with use of the intellect. His use of the metaphor of ‘prison’ is apt 
and graphic and immediately imbues one with a sense of foreboding, not necessarily 
of the institution but of the possibility that our freedom, particularly to think and to 
reflect, to dialogue with nature and our environments both inner and outer, could 
become subject to control and possibly, even lost.
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This highlights the leitmotif running through the thesis which is that, there needs to be 
openness to be able to take this on board and do it, that perhaps there really is a way 
of ‘tuning in’ as W said earlier. If this openness is not enabled then we could end up 
just skimming over life, going through it as spectators rather than as active 
participants. As C says, “if we have been sent on this earth, we have to find a 
meaning, and all this is, just in a nutshell, that we have to find that meaning and 
through that meaning, continue our sharing.” We have sought meaning throughout 
the thesis, from meaning of experiences, learning, symbols and the sacred, through to 
meanings of the experiences of others’ and go on in Part III to explore the meaning of 
the original idea of the design that began with the architect of the building.
But there are other ways that the respondents brought up that meant a moment of 
sacredness for them, for example, J: “just a smile from someone could touch their 
life” and this is a simple, clear example of how through our own spirit, we could 
affect someone’s life and effect a change, perhaps enabling other strengths for both 
giver and receiver? There is an undeniable sacredness in doing this. This may sound 
cliehéd but is actually a reality and from the inner being of one person, a sacred 
moment is shared with another, and learning is taken on board by both, consciously or 
not. This kind of learning can also be indefinable but is far-reaching and the fact of 
its happening is not in doubt. We have experiences or gain knowledge and say we are 
now ‘better informed’ but what does that mean? It means that we have now gained 
further learning and can take better decisions -  you cannot be better informed unless 
you have learned something more.
This finds resonance with what Arkoun (1995) says about the two elements that need 
to be present within a building, ‘allurement’ and ‘enhancement’, which translates as a 
give and take between the building and the user, with the user emerging a more 
‘experieneed’ person, whether positive or negative. When this occurs, something 
happens to our existing system of perception from whieh we then leam. As K (pl2- 
13) puts it: “the Al-Hakim Mosque in Cairo, when you go to a place like that, it 
changes you ... so it informs you, it informs you in a big way, because it informs you 
into your next actions, how you talk, how you behave, what you do, what you don’t 
do, um, it becomes, it just makes you who you are!” X corroborates that: “At a 
subconscious level, it sits within you and there’s a calmness over you; consciously,
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you’re talking to other people with respect and you’re not getting irritable ... and 
you’re more tolerant towards them, they have their own different baggage that they 
come with, and you’re respectful of that ... ”. For J (pl7) the impaet of her 
experiences is quite speeific and well-remembered; “I would say that all those earlier 
experiences definitely define me. They laid a path for me, whether I liked it or not, 
but that’s the path that was being laid for me ... and it chips you into a certain kind of 
human being. It changes the way you think about things, how you internet, how you 
view life in general.”
All of the above experiences validate van Manen’s (1997:119) comment that the 
“anecdote is rather like poetic narrative whieh describes a universal truth” and that 
what Aristotle says about the poetic epic of his time applies to the anecdotal narrative 
of our time. It is, in reality, simply another way of giving meaning:
The poet’s function is to describe, not the thing that has happened, but a kind of thing 
that might happen, i.e., what is possible as being probable or necessary ... poetry is 
something more philosophic and of graver import than history, since its statements 
are of the nature rather of universals, whereas those of history are singulars. 
(Aristotle: Poetics, 1451)
We see from the anecdotes of the respondents the life-long impact that has occurred 
for all of them from the layers of meanings that were uncovered. This has enabled a 
manifestation of the spiritual and the ineffable for each of them in different ways.
Another significantly important insight is that of ‘full submission’ (C, pl6). This is 
what Otto’s ‘creature-hood’ and Schleiermacher’s ‘dependency’ mean when 
translated into experience. According to J: “... you are in full submission to God
because if you are not in full submission, then you will struggle constantly with this 
outside world, and the bad that is happening and all that. But because you feel that 
you are doing whatever you are supposed to do, is what you are led and inspired to do 
and you are not getting the results for your advantage, results you will get to see in 
that person but nothing to your advantage, then you realise that everything we do in 
life is not supposed to bring us benefit. It’s supposed to be given away and not 
received [for ourselves] all the time.”
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It would be difficult to find a clearer example than the above of what was discussed 
in Chapter VI where we find that these experiences cause an expansion of being and 
gives one back to oneself through hope, the T’ disappears and one is simply left with 
the sense of “overpoweringness” (Otto, 1923:19) and complete submission [to God]. 
We see here again Spinoza’s experiential context of love (Chapter VI) in which 
‘God’s love for man is God’s love for Himself and Rumi’s notion of God’s reality as 
the Beloved saying “your call of ‘where are you’ is my answer ‘here I am!” We see, 
through the respondents’ experiences, the embodiment of these attributes and the role 
they play in highlighting the sacred in everyday encounters through the interpretations 
we make and the meanings we give to our experiences.
We answer the question we asked earlier (Chapter VI) ''therefore, what is the 
essential difference between all subjectivity and that which transcends it? We see 
now that without the truth of the encounter with the divine, all images may well be 
‘mere illusions and self-deception’ in Buber’s (1952:19-23) terms. He says that when 
one invokes God, one means Him directly, experiencing him in that moment -  we 
have been left in little doubt of this occurrence, having analysed the many instances of 
the ineffable experienced by the respondents.
9.5 The Sacred
The ‘mystery’ that I experienced came up a number of times and it brings home the 
fact that this is encountered on numerous occasions by most of us on a regular basis -  
it is the way in which it is encountered that may be different, and that is where each 
individual plays a part, because the mystery, the rumour, is out there, the difference 
lies in what each individual brings to the encounter. And this means that there are 
myriad ways of experiencing the ineffable, according to the openness that we bring to 
it. X (pi) describes it . . . ‘how beautiful’ whilst H (p25) says: “Yeah, talking about 
experiences is marvellous though. In the summertime, it’s just fabulous in the 
mountains, when it’s dusk, it’s again, wow, it’s again the majesty.” M (p7) describes 
it as: ‘It just stopped, and I was like, ‘okay!’ don’t know what happened -  just what 
happened here? Don’t know!” but that it happened was a certainty. This is a clear 
example of what James (1902:58, Chapter I) says about there being “in the human
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consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what 
we may call ‘something there’”. We have seen several examples of respondents 
‘knowing’ they had been touched by the unknown yet not being able to articulate it 
further or to categorise it precisely. Some have tried to rationalise it as a value they 
hold dear such as ‘respect’ ‘faith’ ‘belief ‘sacrifice’ amongst others, but all 
consciously or unconsciously, have exhibited emotion at the memory of the 
experience which even several years later has the ability to re-produce that emotion. 
That is quite an amazing thing to see. There was even one instance of recollection of 
a group experience that involved music and singing of devotional songs by L (p 28): 
“It was an incredible experience. At the end of it, we just sat there -  we had to take 
some time to just breathe again, that’s how good it was. And we were all crying, 
without knowing it, we were all crying.” Another, Z (p 4), described this feeling as: 
“Inside. I have had so much satisfaction”, obviously talking of her inner world.
We have asked the question (in Chapter 1): 'how and in what form do human beings 
encounter the unknown and experience itl Ibn Rushd (Averroes), the great Muslim 
philosopher (cf Aga Khan III, 1954:170) made a clear “distinction between two kinds 
of apprehensible human experience, our experience of nature as we recognise it 
through our senses .. .and our immediate and immanent experience of something more 
real, less dependent on thought or on the process of the mind, but directly given to us, 
which I believe to be religious experience”. The respondents give very lucid 
examples of how the unknown can touch our lives. We have also talked of inspiration 
and the unfolding of meaning in terms of Levinas’s (1961:26) ‘infinity ... produced as 
revelation positing its idea in me' (Levinas’s emphasis) happens to ordinary people m 
ordinary lives, and here we see some examples of how people have moments of 
insight that put them in touch with that indefinable something that becomes a guiding 
light in their lives, something they seek to re-create. C says: We need to be aware, 
and then its grace that allows your soul to become gracious. Inspiration, grace, 
intuition? F (p 21) adds: “Yes, it’s like .... meditation, right, you can go meditate for 
the next 100 years, but if you’re not open to accept anything that happens to you in 
meditation, then you’ll just be going to meditate, and not really meditate”. Again, we 
have talked of meditation, contemplation and reflection and how it impacts on the rest 
of our being, how far-reaching its consequences can be.
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We asked an important question in Chapter II; do we terminate at our own self- 
understanding or is there a transcendence even beyond this? We could say that, 
having arrived at this point, we have now answered this question to a significant 
extent. We explored this in detail in the chapters on Learning and the Sacred where 
we saw that hermeneutics is an ongoing process -  life is interpreting experiences all 
the time and Schütz has talked at length about this. Hermeneutics also came out of 
religious thought and at least some of these experiences are clearly indicative of this 
and most of them situate their experiences within the spiritual as well as the context of 
faith.
We see that not only did the respondents give meaning, they also took on an amazing 
amount of learning which they are convinced transformed them and their way of life. 
We see one of the key themes of inner and outer experience brought out here as well 
as the transcendence of the individual by awareness of the Creator. As C (p6) says:
And some will see with the heart [what I have referred to as ‘the inner eye’ in the 
thesis] and this is all to do with the feelings and with the spiritual experiences. 
Feeling, I attach that to spirituality, because it is nothing to do with the physical, so 
that will allow me to go into my business life and I will make those choices and 
whether it is, even if it is detrimental, normally good things in life shouldn’t be 
detrimental, it does create a dilemma at times, but then my spiritual guidance will 
allow me to be strong at that time to lean towards the right [ethically and morally].
This happens when she is “committed” to it otherwise her ‘inadequacies’ seem to 
come to the fore, in other words, she needs to be consciously, actively, buying in to 
her ‘godly attributes of kindness, compassion, forgiveness, etc.’ to be able to continue 
gaining from her profound experiences.
Here we see how emotionally there is a link between the image of God, godly 
attributes translated through human beings but also human frailties juxtaposed with 
God’s perfection and how the loss of control over one’s thoughts and actions reflect 
or can lead to an erosion of personal and spiritual values. This is a form of 
transcendence of the biological nature of human beings and a different aspect of 
transcendence is portrayed by E in his recognition that whatever challenges he was
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faced with, he recognized them as challenges and not as something that had the power 
to stop him. He felt he was able to meet them because he was bigger than the 
challenge because he had that inner spiritual capacity that was far greater than any 
demands that might be made upon him in a worldly manner! According to him: “Yes, 
thank God, that was quite a, quite a development.”
This inner eye is present in all human beings, that is part of the divine in them, 
however, the question of ‘openness’ rears its head here again. As E (p23) says: “ ... 
yes, but they don’t see it, so similarly there is something to read here, only seeing is 
not enough, okay, so we need to have another eye as well, and that eye is not always 
there, we have to have it. It is there, you have to open it.” We have to become active 
participants in our own development, both spiritually and intellectually, so as to gain 
maximum benefit from the learning that we derive from our experiences. People may 
vary in their interpretations of symbols but that is the inherent diversity in the process 
of experiencing. According to E: “...this can happen in two ways, one is a natural 
inborn way, it happens to some people, and the other is cultivating it. It’s an 
educational process, opening up, orientation, so we develop orientation to ourselves, 
and others, make them more reflective, facilitate them to open up so therefore there is 
a cultivation process, so you have to facilitate this. Everybody has it, this ... ”.
He makes precisely the point the thesis is positing -  that there is a possibility of 
learning the sacred as part of an educational process, and one of the ways is sharing of 
knowledge. C (p23) corroborates this: “But you know what, I had no idea what I was 
going to do [context of the interview], I thought I wouldn’t even , nothing would 
come to my mind, and this is again, I feel, God had intended it to be because again, 
what are we doing, we are sharing that message. You know, we celebrate the 
messenger but we forget the message, .... that is the search where we have to go and 
see the result in our daily lives.”
People often meet on this internal level -  in terms of their diversity does this then 
mean that people find their own ways through the manufactured differences? As Z 
and B said separately yet, almost in unison, “it’s all in the mind .... differences”. Do 
they transcend these differences of colour, creed, religion, etc. to meet as equals on an 
internal level? Perhaps this is where they find their comfort. Do they encounter the
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sacred in this way? Is this their ultimate quest -  to make an internal connection? It 
seems that it is and that the external is simply the way in. Openness and awareness 
opens the door to deeper levels and one has to be prepared to meet the unknown, the 
fear (the 'daemonic') as well as the amazing (the 'fascinan") and the majestic (the 
'tremendum'). According to F, who had a near-death experience when he was about 
18 years old: “... you know, you say to the world, come to my house, so if your door 
is closed, nobody is coming in but if your door’s open, you tell the world come to my 
house, well, you’d better be prepared to take the good and the bad of the outside of 
whoever you’re letting into your house”. It is the unknown but at the least there is the 
potential to develop, to grow, to become informed because, according to F, when you 
“are evaluating people, inner self, I believe you are searching, I believe you are 
searching yourself, as to how much do I like myself ... the more you know yourself 
internally, I believe, the more open you’ll be with externally”. We see here the role of 
the link between inner and outer experiences.
According to C: “Because you cannot teach unless you first search, you experience, 
and you put it into action and those actions allow other people to get the message.” 
Here again, we come across the same two messages -  personal search and share with 
others. Experience of the extraordinary draws up parameters for the rest of our 
experiences, which is something that most of the respondents have used as a measure 
for subsequent experiences. Also, these initial experiences are all indicative of being 
of the highest order that have impacted beyond language, beyond the known and yet 
have set the standard for normal behaviours and attitudes.
This same problem of language also comes up when one attempts to describe such 
experiences. I eventually began to categorise my experiences of the ‘mystery’ as 
sacred because all those experiences had some things in common and that was how 
they impacted upon me, how they made me feel, most of all, where in my being I felt 
the impact. In the end I realised that I regarded these experiences as ‘sacred’. When I 
discussed this with E, he felt “ language is a problem as well. They [experiences] can 
be sacred, but it’s more spiritual I would say.” Obviously this held more true for him 
as an individual and I was curious as to what prompted this distinction for him. 
“Because they are not physical. They may be physical, b u t.... ” There was obviously 
a dilemma here as although the experience, in the end, manifested itself in a form,
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whether through sensation or other, symbolically the manifestation was through a 
sense of beauty or mystery or other such experience which meant that the experience 
was ‘inner’ to begin with. E adds “So that’s why, when you add the understanding 
element, then it is on the intellectual; spiritual, you see ... and now in terms of sacred, 
it is a relative word -  in one sense everything is sacred. This brought in the point that 
others see the world as a sacred place which E felt was true but that there was also 
another component to this: “It has emanated, or it has been created by a single mind, 
okay, it has been created in an ... .” What E was getting to was that divine creation 
was an ongoing process and that that is also the origin, which I, as a member of my 
faith community, also believe. To this end, he believed that these experiences were 
sacred.
However, E said “within this, the human beings, you see, the human nature is such 
that initially we do not recognize it in that way, so we need to have symbolic sacred 
objects .... so that gradually we are led to this original idea where everything is sacred 
... because if God has created signs, they all signify Him ...so in that way, all are 
signs, but the human nature, it starts from a point, gradually it’s a journey to the, you 
know, divinity, so in this to get that Unity, we need to have symbols ... so we do need 
sacred symbols as well like sacred space where we pray. ”
He then goes on to come full circle in his reflection about the description of these 
experiences: “The only thing you can also say, anything that makes you aware, any 
experience that makes you aware of sacred, is sacred experience. In that way, yes, we 
can call it sacred experience.” Or, as this thesis has articulated -  experience the 
sacred.
An interesting finding has been the concept of freedom and how this can be felt in 
terms of the self -  the impact of the ineffable experience is so strong and long-lasting 
that it effects a kind of liberation from the shackles that hold us within narrow 
material parameters. This does not happen all at once, however, it’s a progression 
that brings infinity within the bounds of creative imagination, an ongoing paradox in 
itself. This creates change, a disturbing of the status quo so that there is constant 
movement within the being (F, p9): “The minute that you accept that there is 
something, like, what you call it, an experience, has occurred, right away there’s a
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change in your mind”. B (pi) feels this is possible in a place like the JK: “I think 
places like that allow you to do that. These experiences of faith, or belief, without any 
interpretation of the rules, what I call the laws of religion, now I’m sure that -  one of 
the things I find interesting about your particular faith is that they have what I call 
non-professional clergy, you know, like the ordained laymen, if you will, and I think 
that helps to get away from what I call, the law of religion, you know ... now you 
could just, you could just tell from the way he spoke that he only had a, had a, sort of 
a deep, inner faith in what he did and he wasn’t, he wasn’t a what I call a professional 
clergy.”
For X (p 5) this amounts to: “Recognising it, and, and knowing what our purpose is 
also. It all comes into the same pool, you know, you look at one thing and 
immediately you are in awe about the creation and then it begs the question ‘what are 
we, what are we here for?’ ... if you are reflecting in that state of mind, then you say 
‘how beautiful’.” Here again, we see another aspect of how the mystery is perceived 
and interpreted. To make that mystery more understandable, maybe, we use language, 
with all its limitations. And the closest we come to describing the emotion and the 
ineffability of that experience is in symbols such as beauty, wonder, awe, majesty, 
because that is what these states are, symbols of that mystery, wherever or whatever 
form it is encountered in. In fact, K actually uses the words ‘awe and majesty’ to 
describe his feelings and Otto (1923:63-68) used the same words to explain the ‘holy’ 
or the ‘Other’. He addressed the Pyramids and the Sphinx in Egypt as ‘the most 
effective means of representing the numinous’.
The following interview excerpt is a wonderful example of the life-changing impact 
of a profound experience through a holy building:
E: And in fact, I can say, those three years, they set the direction of my life. 
Wherever I would have gone, I would have stayed within the parameter that was 
drawn there. That was the level of effect that it had. Life-changing.
NH: And those parameters were very wide?
E: Yes, still maybe I stay in the parameters.
NH: Because they went that wide in that experience? [I asked this to confirm the 
inference I drew earlier]
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E: Yes, yes, absolutely, first ethically, at people level, and then spiritually. Because I 
came to know that there is infinite spiritual potential in human being. And that I did 
in that building, you see. So whenever I imagine that building, I imagine that whole 
experience again, you see. So I do not need to be convinced only by concept. 
Because I know.
NH: Because you have experienced it?
E: That’s right. And also the potential to grow, you see, the hope that goes with this 
experience, infinite hope.
This does not seem much different to me from James’s (1902:467, Chapter VI) 
definition of prayer as ‘the general name for that attitude of open and emest 
expectaney ... the first prineiple that is ‘that graee flows in from the infinite spiritual 
world’ and that we have to be open to it so as to draw it in. We have seen through 
these examples and perhaps gone some way towards validating the thesis’s elaim: 
Chapter II) that, unlike Hegel’s (1989:Chapter 4)) belief that “God never enters into a 
direct relationship with man [sie]”, God’s presenee is with human beings all the time 
and that it situates the saered at the heart of learning. B puts this sueeinetly: “To me, 
that’s the only way you ean bring in any explanation, any reality to God, is through 
faith. Now my religion, as I said, I was brought up in the United Church, you know 
we eelebrate Easter and the Resurreetion of Christ, if you try to apply, you know, all 
the things that you have been taught in life, that experienee just can’t happen, you 
need to have faith”.
C (p 1) also feels that “the experiences that I have are very much spiritually related 
and those happen of course ... when you go into JK or house of prayers ... the 
signifieance of the faith is expressed in the arehitecture .... It just ereates eertain 
vibrations, and when you enter that hall, you ean feel the, in that quietness, in that 
stillness, you ean feel the spiritual foree”.
9.6 Sacred Space
How then do we understand this context of saered spaee? In terms of what happens 
within homogeneous and non-homogeneous spaee, Z provides a elear example of how 
this can be designated as a eertain kind of space, spécifié to that purpose as different 
from a building built for the purpose of prayer. In an architecturally designed
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building for that purpose as the one in this thesis, there is at least an intention that is 
portrayed though the design of the building. It is interesting to see how an ordinary, 
everyday space ean also take on a ‘speeial sacredness’ simply through not only the 
intentions but the ‘vibes’ from the inner being of the users. This is what happened for 
Z when she put together a spaee that she designated her own family ‘JK’ so that she 
and her family eould use that spaee only for the purpose of prayer when they could 
not attend the eongregational prayers at the eommunal JK. She added minimal units 
of furniture, however, the real eatalyst was how she regarded the spaee -  her 
behaviour, feeling, expeetations, intentions, and the respeet she aecorded it. She put a 
eertain strueture around the spaee and said that this was now a JK and therefore a 
spiritual place and they could only do this here and not that. Her inner being 
projeeted the spirituality and their aetions within that spaee not only validated that 
spaee but made the quality of that space palpable to others as is evident from the 
behaviour of those, ineluding non-Ismaili Muslims, who visited that spaee. This was 
also refleeted in the attitude of her neighbours who aeeorded that space the highest 
respeet. Z (pi8) states: “Yeah -  you feel it is a JK.” In a sense she had added 
something more than physieal furniture to that spaee when she designated it a JK.
Is that then what a building, arehiteetural spaee, meant to be -  a reminder? The very 
faet of its existence is the re-creation of the experienee and that appears to be what 
makes it sueh a central and pivotal feature in terms of enabling ineffable experiences, 
espeeially the designated ‘holy buildings’. Beeause they set a preeedent and a 
definition through creation of a non-homogeneous space that beeomes ‘struetured’ 
through purpose and use as in Z’s ease, “in our family room there is a spaee where I 
can do that. As soon as I sit for prayers ... I feel as though I am in JK”. The impact 
of repeated experience of that space in the holy building is strangely ‘eomplete’ 
beeause it has now beeome part of the being of this person, and so whilst the JK itself 
holds premier position, the internal space no longer requires a designated physieal 
spaee -  any spaee becomes a potential ‘holy building’ or ‘holy spaee’. As Z says: 
“Makes a lot of difference, right? Even when the priest eomes here, I take him to the
JK spaee and invite him to come and see our JK. When he enters that spaee  he
says ‘I feel a peaceful place here” ... the other priest too? He would eome and visit 
the JK and he’d say this is a peaeeful plaee ... that he felt really, really good.” So 
obviously the eurrent JK she had ereated in her home was not the first sueh one and
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each time she had managed to ereate that ambience in the place. This was obviously 
due to the influenee of her inner being and not the physieal space alone. But we also 
see L’s (p 20) attitude towards the JK and the eonneetion she makes between that and 
the possibility of experienee of the saered: “ if I am overdressed, I get annoyed with 
myself because I am taking something away from what I eould possibly have gotten 
out of that experienee”. We create a certain ambienee and expect certain behaviours 
within that spaee. We give that space a eertain representation.
9.7 Religious Discourse
This enables us to find out whether we tend to use religious diseourse when talking of 
experienees of the unknown. The response from E was that “to understand, deeipher 
messages, we need to ah, ah, we need to understand the language it offers” (Appendix 
VII). All of the respondents seemed to think that was the only way to talk about it, 
the only way to understand. “For that, we have to have the right attitude for it. And 
develop meditative refleetion, and then you go into this mode, then you feel, 
everything you see makes an impact on your soul, it says something.... For example, 
as I said, sometimes I look into the fountain and it gives me so many messages, and 
then you look at the 'Bismillah\ then again it is, it’s not one language, it talks, it 
communieates with people on several levels. We see here the point we made earlier in 
Chapter II about repeated experienees enabling new understandings. It is a symbolie 
language, same in the prayer hall in The Ismaili Centre in London, you see - you look 
at the names of Allah, Mohammed and Aly, it is a kind of prayer, and it is not the 
wooden thing that is written, it is the light th a t.... the space that the light is coming 
from. So it immediately reminds me of God and the prophet and it is the same light 
reflected, eaeh level”. The symbolie, in faet, in Gadamer’s (1976) view, is best 
understood as half-revealed and half-coneealed whilst Clifford Geertz (1980:105) as 
we saw earlier, would say “religious symbols .... reek of meaning”! We might 
question whether the meaning is in the symbol and this may well have beeome the 
case as by the time the objeet is regarded as a ‘religious symbol’, it has either already 
imbibed the meaning or has been imbued with the intended meaning initially and then 
left open to interpretation. The potential for further or re-ereation of experience has 
beeome embedded within the symbol.
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Profound experiences are linked through the spaee that is the field forming around the 
person and the physieal objeet. As E says: “it is a relatively small building, but it has
that inner spaee ” And this reminded me of that inner spaee within him that he
talked about when relating his experienee of the ineffable -  how he thought ‘anything 
could fit inside it’. Here again we see both human beings and built forms housing the 
essenee of the being or the spaee, and E seems to have eaught this also, as did other 
respondents: “it reminds you there is a ‘superhuman’ being, that man [sie] is, few 
men are gifted with that, or it’s God’s grace on them, that they can create sueh 
things?” (N7), and again, “when we experienee those things, we think, for me, I think 
part of it is my religion” aecording to D. For C (pi) the indescribability of the 
experienee: “spiritual, so when you say that to explain to you the spiritual
experienees, sometimes it’s felt with the heart and its hard to explain .....  spiritual
experiences eannot be deseribed with human language beeause it is a spiritual 
language”. For others, there is no other ehoiee -  it is so inherent, this interpretation, 
this link with their faith that it is inevitable, as for D: “... I just say everything is
God’s creation... and the thing is, whatever, its just been a gift sent to us by Allah, 
and then when we, when we experienee those things, for me, I think part of it is my 
religion” -  and therefore, it becomes a religious experienee.
There was a sense, partieularly from C, of emestness: “There is no self-righteousness
when there is a universal language we talk about It is one language, it is not the
human language, it is the spiritual language, there is no other language”. Quite a 
categorieal statement. W (p 10) puts it very simply: “...a t  times there is nothing that 
you have done, there is nothing you have said, there is nothing you have heard, but 
you have that happiness?” He was deseribing the ineffable -  another metaphor? And 
B (p 6) calls it “just a gut feeling”, although he also ealls it ‘peaeeful’ and that it flows 
in a eontinuous stream for him. E is quite categorieal about it: “Yes, it is the way it 
is! This is nature, the way it us, many people may not aecept it, they say there is no 
meaning to life, there is no purpose in life and ereation, it; just the way it is. But that 
is their view, probably that may appear logieal to them ... it’s not really logieal to 
believe like that because any physical object, anything here, is not by itself.” Any 
physical object has to be designed by someone therefore it starts off in the mind, 
perhaps even in the heart in terms of an emotional experience whieh the designer then 
turns into a eognitive aspeet and then into a physical object. A very important point
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throughout the thesis has been the intereonnectedness of the human being with 
ereation and therefore the environment, both natural and man-made. E identifies with 
the natural and rational extension between these two aspeets, from the miero to the 
macro and vice versa. He eorroborates the thesis’s position that the spiritual 
manifests into the physieal through this proeess of learning and transformation and the 
primordial indivisibility of the mind, body and spirit. He says:
By going into the ideal level of the building, what we are doing is we are 
transforming something spiritual into something physieal, okay? Like the idea 
is the soul of the building, and the building is the body, so we have a body and 
soul, and we use this proeess of ereation, this world for example, is again 
essentially an idea, this grand universe, and you know the ereation is 
eonstantly eoming out of the Divine Mind, let’s say, and then going, 
transforming again, same thing into idea. It’s on a miero level, this ereation 
and the journey, eircular proeess, is represented. This macro is represented on 
a miero level... you see, and therefore, I always think of the arehitect’s mind, 
okay.
This was validation of the researeh and the question 'can we leam the sacred’ as well 
as: what does it mean to be human? The thesis has posited that life has a eyclieal 
process in the sense that we are bom, we are given a responsibility in terms of how we 
lead our physieal lives and we return to our Origin. But the life proeess itself is a 
spiral one that sees the soul journeying physieally through its body-vehiele but 
working spiritually to ‘return’ to its origin, i.e., for the divine spark to rejoin the 
Absolute, a eultural interpretation maybe, but nonetheless valid like any other. We 
inevitably use symbols to refer to that which we eannot seem to explain.
9.8 Symbolic Language
We see, therefore, how we have a tendeney to resort to symbols. As the key 
informant, Y describes what the sacred means to him: ‘respeetability, something that 
cannot be equaled, no price tag in a physical form, above all, you hold it elosest to 
you in terms of values and tmth’. For him the physieal form of the Jamat Khana. (p2) 
‘brings about a resonanee, level of personal search’ which within my faith position 
means spiritual seareh. Y answers Fowler’s (1995) question as to whether a resonant 
refleetion is found of themselves by the respondents within their experienees and the 
people they eneounter. Obviously Y did: it edueated others “about me, therefore
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about my people, the physieal form lent itself to express my religion”. Once again 
here we see the influence of the community and familial factors, and in particular, the 
influenee of faith on an individual’s eoncept and implementation of service to others. 
For Y, his sense of sacredness emanated from his eonneetion with his spiritual leader 
whieh for him (as for many others within this faith) translated into serviee to the 
eommunity at the cost of his family in terms of attention: “my serviee to the Imam is 
very saered to me. I feel my passion was selfish as I was not there for my family; but 
if I did not serve my ehildren and it served all ehildren, that that is real serviee”. Here 
we see another symbol of the saered -  service -  one that is not ritualistie in the way of 
Turner (1957a) but one that is part of a way of thinking, and one that is seen within 
this thesis as lending itself to a eontinuum of life-long learning. And as is elear here, 
this stems from the sacred in this example and therefore beeomes part of the 
interpretation of learning as advoeated by this thesis: For Y this stemmed from the 
“eoncept of Imamat [the coneept of the living, direet deseendent of the Prophet 
Muhammad who is the spiritual leader of the Ismaili Muslims], artieulated and borne 
out by the physieal environment”. In terms of how the physieal spaee and features 
have aetually been used symbolieally in his view, he says:
The understanding, you know, that as your spirituality, you go through the stage of 
fanafi’ allah so you rise through different stages so you start to go through the wide 
stairs and it starts to narrow itself. So, symbolically many of these things are done 
....there is light up there, natural light, yeah. Now, if at any time of the day, you 
come here, and the light shines here, it is absolutely gorgeous, but the light is so 
demure, it is not overwhelming, and the light appears in a different form in a different 
way to different people, symbolically or in a physical form. See, really,., the whole 
roof has been done symbolically, you can see the symmetry ... because Islam 
demands balance in life, so the East, the West, the North and the South, .... Light 
upon Light, that is Sura-un Nur), it’s well taken in that part here.....
He stresses this is his own interpretation and how it informs his own understanding of 
it and that the architect would probably explain it ‘better’. [We see the architect’s 
own explanation of his design of the building in Part III]. Y says of the light: “here, 
it is incandescent, hidden, and yet you get the light, in a very -  it’s not overwhelming, 
yet, there’s enough light...” In the manner in which he describes it, it becomes 
almost another metaphor for me -  that of the hidden light of the Creator, that is 
reflected in the world in a hidden way, not overwhelming if one is unaware, as in 
Rumi’s depiction of it as the sun (which would be too hot to touch) and its rays
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(which can touch humans without ‘burning’ them). This thread is picked up by 
another respondent, E:
E: Yes, The Ismaili Centre represented a lot of symbolism within human being, you 
see. It’s more akin, more closer to spiritual reality, you see. That’s what I think.
NH: In the way the building is?
E: Yeah, yeah. It’s the space, the colour scheme, I often reflect on the fountain, on 
the water, how it comes from a source, you know, there is a fountain, there is a 
source, then there are small outlets, parting away, this is how the big soul, the single 
soul, according to the Qur’an, you know the nafs-e-wahida, okay, or Universal Soul, 
the human souls part away and then go back, water goes back to the origin, it was you 
know, a journey, a spiritual journey. It was clearly exhibited in that. And then you 
see this. When you enter, you see this pattern, seven sided pattern, and then on the 
ceiling, you see the same pattern, so. The spiritual world and then the material world, 
how they are reflected -  physical is a reflection of the spiritual. So it all reminds me 
of that philosophy.
NH: And that makes it comfortable for you, that’s why that’s a better environment 
for you?
E: Yes, yes. Everything here has some symbol, it represents something inside.
We see here how colours, patterns and systems, water and light are taken on by 
experiencers as symbols -  what it means to them individually because these symbols 
have such profound effects on them. G brought up a vibrant image of ‘light’ : “Oh, I 
think it represents purity, something beyond our grasp, as it comes in also when it 
comes through different types of light, like a prism which expands to encompass 
many things, whether it be representing many cultures, faiths, but it just shows that 
we all come from one place and then we just expand outwardly”. This ‘oneness’ was 
also brought up by other respondents. G’s metaphor reminds me of the metaphor of 
the ‘goodly tree’ talked about in the Qur’an which represents the roots as a single 
source and the branches as different faiths. She talks of it as being ‘beyond our grasp’ 
because she is visualising it from the lens of human limitations. But if we were to 
understand that our inner being has no boundaries and that the human being is capable 
of reaching infinite heights, which she does understand at another level, then even on 
an everyday basis, this would not be seen as ‘beyond our grasp’.
Symbols become a tool, a vehicle for forward movement towards a comfort level for 
human beings with their own inner worlds. These inner worlds do not just encompass
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the spiritual or metaphysical world, it includes the more prosaic and practical world of 
physical life which is also impacted upon by all that the human being experiences on 
whatever level -because all parts within the human being are interconnected, a point 
brought up even by the respondents. We see above E make the point about how the 
inner is represented by the outer for him through the symbolic language of physical 
space, how it enables his reflection and contemplation (Chapter II). For him, as for 
others, architectural space has served all his life to reflect the philosophy of faith to 
him as for C: “So the experiences that I have are very much spiritually related and 
those happen ... when you go into JK or house of prayers or where the architectural 
significance of the faith that you see. I mean, the significance of the faith is expressed 
in the architecture.”
This is also echoed by B, who is a Christian, on a number of occasions: “Yeah, so the 
more I am exposed to it, the more I realise that the differences between people are 
really less and less, you know.... and sort of the similarity between the Mormon faith 
and some of the, yeah some of the Moslem faith ...” and Y said: “I get the feel of the 
faith through the physical architectural expression” and in talking about constituent 
elements of the sacred - in connection with the physical space - with G I repeated 
what she had said earlier: “So ... light, knowledge, humility you said, if we were to 
put all these together in one unit then as a whole, what would you call it?” “Faith”, 
she said. And I realised, how even in my own faith community, although each one of 
us had the freedom to make our own interpretations, that it was the essence of the 
faith that formed such a strong bond between us and held us together, no matter where 
we were. The spiritual values -  not the material - were the glue that held us together 
as a closely-knit community of faith. And the physical space of the holy buildings 
provided an enabling environment where we were able to renew those spiritual values 
on a daily basis, if so desired. This in turn enabled an openness, on a continued basis, 
and appreciation of other spaces so that the spiral of experiencing, learning, 
transformation and experiencing again could happen on a continuum of mind-body- 
spirit. We talk about this in more detail in the chapter on Conclusion and Synthesis.
E also sees this faith portrayed in another way. As we saw earlier, for him, 
experience of the ineffable brought utmost humility. He sees this reflected in the 
physical space of the Ismaili Centre: “But when you enter it’s different, okay, so that
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this is quite a remarkable um, um symbol This situation, that how we can as 
individuals, fit into society and remain in total harmony, and this is kind of a, you 
know, humility. You remain lower in your exposure to the outside world.” He meant 
‘lower’ as in ‘humble, self-effacing, kind and compassionate’ rather than as a personal 
class status. For E: “because you know, space is the physical space, and then there is 
a spiritual, intellectual space as well, and people are like buildings, or buildings are 
like people.” This is echoed by N: “those buildings represent people”.
C brings up a key facet, one that is espoused by all primary texts, and that is the 
concept of love: “So again, the bottom line then becomes just simply love because 
nothing can happen without love. If you let love overpower everything and with that 
connection, that vertical connection that you are constantly trying to achieve with you 
and your Maker, then you find that your daily life, horizontally it has to spread and it 
unfolds into love, forgiveness, kindness and all kinds of things that flow from the 
vertical into the horizontal. It’s like that.” These are all qualities of change that 
influence our code of conduct and our behaviour towards others. C continues: “...
that action comes through a lot of sacrifice, lot of killing yourself, lot of killing your 
ego, and it’s total sacrifice but then when that sacrifice is done with love, and 
becomes so rewarding that that sacrifice evaporates ... which sacrifice is no more 
because it is rewarded in such an indescribable way, again it is human language that 
cannot describe that reward that allows you to carry on sacrificing with love”.
Here we see one of the most important pre-requisites to spiritual progress brought to 
scrutiny -  the killing of the ego. This is not only necessary for progress along the 
spiritual way but also learning. How can we leam anything meaningfully if there is 
an ‘I’ in place that is so immense that it is difficult to see much beyond it. Learning 
that is powerful in the inner being is only possible when one sees beyond the self, 
beyond needs and desires, and this is what this sacrifice is -  the giving without 
expectation so that it is no longer a ‘sacrifice’ but is simply given in love -  then the 
learning takes place because there is no longer a sense of having been cheated out of a 
‘rightful’ reward -  the reward is the positive result for others or simply in the doing of 
the deed. That is learning the sacred. In this sense, Goethe’s words reflect this way 
of knowing a human being: one learns to know only what one loves, and the deeper
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and fuller the knowledge is to be, the more powerful and vivid must be the love, 
indeed the passion, thus putting love at the core of knowing human existence.
When G was asked how often we encountered something like this -  the opportunity to 
leam the sacred -  she said: “I think we’re bombarded with that all the way through 
our life but sometimes we are unable to pick up on it whether because we are so busy 
within our own little circles and that but I do think we are bombarded with it.. We 
are, every day, we have the opportunity to reach out and touch someone no matter 
who it is. And sometimes we just don’t take that opportunity. But it’s always there.” 
And therefore, the lack is the lack of openness, not the lack of opportunity. This is 
echoed by C who sees this learning of the sacred portrayed non-verbally: “fulfillment 
comes more from my action than from talking about it, and when we do act on that 
and we show acts of kindness and allow the message to flow through without even 
speaking, that is something that brings immense happiness.” And J says: “Yes, oh 
yeah, at the end of the day, that’s why experiential living is what it’s all about.” 
Living our experiences -  this is what van Manen (1997) talks about -  the ‘lived 
experience’, and Gadamer’s (1975, 1976)‘fusion of horizons’ where we come to the 
edge of a familiar horizon and suddenly find ourselves stepping over into another, 
seemingly without boundary, however, there has been a subtle ‘level’ change. This is 
also what Bachelard (1967) talks about in his concept of ‘discontinuity’ where the old 
is enveloped in the new experience.
This ‘fusion of horizons’ is also visible in the encounters we have with physical 
objects. Intertwined with the concept of experience of a building and experience of 
the extraordinary was also the concept of the JK which we talk about throughout this 
chapter as that was the common physical space that was explored. Y had this to add 
within context of his thoughts about the need for such a building: “It represents the 
concepts of the faith including respect, pride in your community and your work ethic 
... “Building a structure similar to the one in London, England, would give them 
something to aspire to" and that had served as a model for the JK building in Calgary. 
It was not simply a case of aspiring to a beautiful building within which to pray and to 
portray their faith, it was also to give its users a sense of identity and community of 
which they could be proud and pass on through generations. But also “so that there is 
a sense of permanency in their lives and they need not fear ever losing that space”, an
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incredibly important aspect of a human being’s broader and deeper sense of 
belonging: The “JK became an ever-present event for us”, according to Z. This is 
something that I have found is central to my own faith community. As soon as there 
are even a handful of community members in any one place, an effort is made to 
create a space where everyone can pray together: Z says: “Yes, that’s the first thing 
we do -  go to look for the JK or form one!” Once again, space is designated a special 
connotation that arises from the inner being of the person -  first the spiritual, then the 
physical space or building or object.
In a highly productive way, the interview did not simply elicit or gather information 
but enabled a complex process of reflection for the respondents. An extremely 
important process took place because of the interview itself -  and that was the self­
reflection that it enabled for every single participant, many of whom remarked that 
they would not have thought of what they were articulating had it not been for the 
interview. Also that, as we see in the example above, it enabled them to revisit their 
perceptions in light of what was being ‘generated’ through the interview, and in the 
process they did their own ‘excavations’ also and came up with another layer of the 
‘onion’ that I mentioned in the Chapter on Learning in which I talk about how the 
core experience remains the same, but that the layers of understanding are what we 
unravel through the interpretation of each new experience.
That brings to mind the question: is there then a desire to re-experience that leads us 
to seek out those contexts, consciously or unconsciously? We have explored this 
concept of re-creating the experience in considerable detail earlier in the thesis and it 
is interesting to see those concepts come to light again in the following experiences.
9.9 Recreating Experience
What drives us to revisit certain places, certain spaces and certain buildings, to 
reconnect with certain artworks or artifacts? Could it be a desire to re-create that 
experience? I asked the respondents about this and E talked about re-living those 
feelings as in wanting to re-experience the same emotions. He also said that he was 
quite aware that he was having an extraordinary experience because:
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.... it was very much a -  live -  you see, when I used to go through that experience, I 
used to have the deepest state of humility .... ah, to the extent that if somebody 
would, ah..., I wouldn’t get offended, let me put it that way, if anybody would do 
anything to me, I would still remain quiet, humble and you know, with a lot of 
patience, so it created so much space, in me, that anybody could fit in.
‘That anybody could fit in’ is quite a profound statement to make. This echoed his 
experience of the JK building. Whilst we see the impact of the building or physical 
spaces on the respondents, when we see their experiences within light of the whole 
thesis, we encounter the all-encompassing effect of such experiences. And when seen 
in light of the architect’s vision of the building he designed (Part III) we begin to 
appreciate the full circle of creation, experience, learning and transformation and re­
creation of experience.
Very clearly, H talks of the two things that happened in this profound experience for 
him: “firstly that we went through another mountain pass and things were better and 
all that, you almost feel like ‘whoa, what did I just go through!’ And the second thing 
that happened was you know, there is this desire to go back there!”
Maybe it is because we want to repeat that experience? If we had certain experiences 
there, we want to feel that we can come to the same place again and again -  why so? 
That space or place takes on a special meaning for us and creates the desire to re­
experience that moment. We connect the emotions and feelings of that experience as 
well as the sensations , with that particular place which in turn makes us try harder to 
make the space more conducive, but also we make ourselves more receptive to a 
possible experience and we make effort to be more ethical [kinder, more 
compassionate and generous in deed and spirit) in those moments spent in anticipation 
of the experience as we instinctively, and through previous experience, know and 
connect virtues with ‘good’ feelings, ‘good’ things happening to us, and good’ 
making us more liked, ‘good’ also being what God expects of us as believers and 
‘good’ also being the better and preferable condition than bad as universally 
understood. ‘Good’ as in Murdoch’s (1997) understanding of it as the predominant 
influence on human beings’ attitude and behaviour as well as decision-making.
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According to C “as I evolved, you know, and my journey has evolved, I feel that I’m 
starting to have more spiritual experiences? Because I see things now more deeply 
than what meets the eye [validating the thesis’s aim of highlighting ‘looking beyond 
the obvious’] and that is what I feel, you know, is the hidden mysteries that I’m 
always looking for....”. This is on a continuous basis, and the search for it is ongoing 
for C, who is very aware of the possibilities of such an experience. L also seeks to re­
create the experience: I want a repetition of that experience. I want to feel that 
exalted feeling again ... I want to feel that energy again -  an out-of-body type of 
experience ... because in that building, actually, I somehow discovered my spiritual 
energies, you see, and then when I came out and looked at it, but just by seeing it, it 
would trigger off those feelings.”
E appears to view this as a cyclical process connected with divine creation and which 
he sees coming through in the architect’s design. Is this what the architect intended? 
We explore this in Part III, however, we have an insight into the thinking of others in 
terms of how they try and re-capture experiences of the unknown that encourage them 
to seek further meaning.
9.10 The Building
The respondents appeared to delve deep into their memories to recall their 
extraordinary experiences and to recall and access these memorized experiences. I 
asked them: “Talk to me about your experience of the building and how you felt 
about it”. How do you make sense of the experience? X said: “Recognising it, and, 
and knowing what our purpose is also. It all comes into the same pool, you know, 
you look at one thing and immediately you are in awe about the creation and then it 
begs the question ‘what are we, what are we here for, and you know, I mean, its, it’s 
the same circle, it’s all connected.” N seems to echo this: “I try to become a better 
person.” When asked if some sort of transformation takes place, he said: “Oh yes. Oh 
yes. Actually if I visit such places, any holy place, for that matter, of course I prefer 
to go to my place of worship, b u t... I’ve visited a lot of other religious places because 
of the people that I associate with, and I respect all those places, and when you come 
out from that place, you also understand that it affects not only you, but people
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amongst you.” For Z who is an older person, it meant preparation “to move on into 
the next world when we pass on”.
We talked of how we perceive experiences and why we interpret them in the way we 
do. Were your complacencies interrupted? In what way? According to Gadamer (cf 
Jones, 2002:54) this results in an ‘increase of being’ which means that ‘things and 
ideas that were not, come to be’ by the emergence of “unprecedented combinations of 
superabundant meanings thus transforming and awakening the human participator as 
existing preconceptions and levels of understanding derived from tradition are 
replaced or rearranged in the face of new, previously unimagined alternatives. Shock 
and surprise rather than relaxation are the more likely reactions as a result of these 
unfamiliar ways of knowing and being”. H exhibited just such a reaction: awe,
majesty, wanting to re-create the experience. He felt his connections with such spaces 
had a profound effect on him:
Oh, I think that the, one of the most important things is, I totally believe this, 
right, I think any soul needs to somehow identify with the Maker and its, that‘s 
not an easy thing to do -  to identify with the Maker -  and so what you do is 
that the closer you get to the Maker whether that’s reality or not, as long as 
you feel that you are a little bit closer to your Maker that feels good. He also 
says: “I think that the sense one gets or the sense that I get when I go for prayers is 
this whole sense that I’m part of this big thing and that also then tells you why 
everybody else is part of that thing too....
H is echoing my own experience mentioned earlier (Chapter V) which I describe as “I 
become part of the whole and suddenly there is no ‘I’ or sometimes, the whole is the 
‘I’ and there is a togetherness”. H is also talking about the interconnectedness of all 
creatures and once again, we see that this concept of ‘interconnectedness’ which has 
been brought up by the thesis, also finds more general acceptance by others. What 
one person feels and does through their own learning is impacted upon and impacts on 
others through their interactions with each other and the environment. This validates 
not only Habermas’s (1984) ‘being-in-the-world’ and Jarvis’s ‘being-in-the-world- 
with-others’ (1992) but also this thesis’s ‘being-in-the-world-with-oneself (Hirji, 
2006, JATE, 3.1:41). E’s experiences have had far-reaching effects: “Because I came 
to know that there is infinite spiritual potential in human being. And that I did in that 
building, so whenever I imagine that building, I imagine that whole experience again.
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So I do not need to be convinced only by concept. Because I know.” This is the 
potential highlighted by the thesis in terms of Gadamer’s (1976:38) view that 
“reflection on a pre-understanding brings before me something that otherwise happens 
behind my bacT '^ and that things happen not only pre-consciously (Jarvis’s term) in 
primary experiences and take root within us in an unaware mode but also that they lie 
latent within us prior to the happening (Chapter II).
E also says that the human soul is ‘something universal’, that is a reality for him but 
also that ‘the soul always interacts within an environment, within a culture, and it has 
some beliefs, you know, systems, values, so this is going to impact the soul, when I 
say soul, it is both mind and soul and intellect together, you see. And then the 
architect is designing, then he is going to bring that whole experience, cultural, belief 
system, what he believes in, what culture he encounters, so it’s coming out into the 
building, you see”. We examine this in light of the architect’s own vision and design 
in the following chapter and see if this is indeed what happens. Berger and Luckmann 
(1966:55) say, “In this manner, symbolism and symbolic language become essential 
constituents of the reality of everyday life and of the common-sense apprehension of 
this reality.” Another respondent, D has formed a belief system that stems from her 
learning from her experiences. This guides her ethical responsibilities to others -  she 
feels she must help others and that her experiences are meant to ‘lead her to that’ that 
she cannot just sit ‘dormant’. This ethical focus also surfaced with C who felt that 
when she is not in the flow, she falls into the ‘worldly trap’ and her ‘shortcomings and 
inadequacies’ rise to the surface until she is back into her spiritual awareness.
E makes sense of this intrinsic tie with ethics and intersubjectivity in the following 
way “And this is Islamic. So therefore we have to -  you know, when the Quran talks 
about reflection, time and again, use your intellect, why don’t you think, why don’t 
you consider, why don’t you deliberate, why don’t you understand, all these phrases 
have been expressed to awaken human minds and to receive these messages, that we 
are being given, and through nature, also through man-made buildings, you see, 
therefore, in a way, we can say, this building has a role, in terms of awakening our 
inner faculties. Otto (1923:7) talks of this type of awakening as do our primary texts 
and all of these focus on reflection and the intellect and the awakening of the inner 
faculties thereby manifesting the inner into a visible outer. Is this what experiencing
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the ineffable is about -  so that it becomes a process of search and growth “not 
necessarily [of] the universe, or who is God but it is a search of who you are in this 
universe and what your contribution is as well as what you are meant to achieve”? 
(E:pl9) It remains, however, always unfinished, always unraveling, merging with the 
person that is ‘becoming’, what Bachelard (1964:31; Chapter V) says “communicates 
to others only an orientation towards a secret without ever being able to tell the secret 
objectively. The secret never has complete objectivity. In this way, one orientates 
towards oneirism, one never accomplishes it”, a concept that is defined (Princeton 
University, 2003) as ‘awake whilst dreaming’.
L thinks so too. It was also out of the awareness of her situation each time this 
happened to her that L’s sense of experiencing something that was beyond her began 
to become real and as she became older she began to rely on her joining in prayers in 
the JK in her hometown where she felt 'safe' and 'secure' within that 'space'. Her 
experiences were episodic (Chapter II) but her memory of it became continuous 
through repetition of that experience over years. Her experience of the church was 'a 
very visual experience (p. 19) in the sense that it's the sights and the sounds, the 
tranquility, the light because churches are quite a bit more glamorous and far more 
colourful than our JKs'. We find, however, that although there is one injunction that 
is similar to that made by the Qur’an which is also made by the Bible ‘You shall not 
make yourself a graven image’ (Exodus: 20.4 in The Bible RSV cf Jarvis & Hirji, 
2006) because it was believed that all such imagery takes away from the noble and 
lofty essence of the Divine, figurative art is significantly present and visible in many 
churches. We discuss this in more detail in Part III: the unknown and the ineffable, 
every image would demean it because as soon as we create an image, it becomes 
irrelevant and incomplete because it never really attains the representation, 
Bachelard’s (1976:31) ‘oneirism’ (‘awake whilst dreaming’) again. Yet that does not 
seem to have stopped experience of the ineffable as in the case of N: “... especially 
the prayer hall, the minute you enter it and the way it has been designed, it gives you 
that Oneness of God ... it gives you a realisation who you are, and what you are or 
what you should be and it’s a place of peace and personal happiness or satisfaction”.
We find here that the respondents each have their own interactions with the building: 
Asked whether the structure has an impact, N responded: “Oh yes, oh yes .... and it
©Naznin Hirji 2007 244
brings you ...you know, a sense of humility in you” [emotional here]. He also 
believes it makes him reflect on ‘human conscience’. These experiences find 
resonance with other respondents: L: ‘ .... if you wanted ... to have a sacred
experience and if it has to be in a building, that is the one place you would expect to 
be enlightened with that”, talking of the Calgary JK. This is echoed by W: “I would 
call it a sacred place.” He went on relate how a Christian minister who visited the JK 
responded: “. . .. he was just falling, like -  he just stepped one foot in that place on the 
carpet and just froze himself... he couldn’t move even -  for a few seconds
[reinforcing the earlier ‘frozen’ comment]. He looked around ..... he couldn’t say
anything after that. The limits of language? Perhaps he was also buying into the 
fundamental truths (Chapter V) that were there? It was an experience for me simply 
to listen to the respondents with their many and varied experiences of the ineffable, in 
their many contexts.
Besides the question whether the built form has an impact on its users or whether the 
spaces therein impact on the inner beings of people, the respondents were also asked 
if they felt that holy buildings enabled or aided holy experiences: does the history and 
tradition embedded within the building affect your experience of the building? 
[values, beliefs, etc.] Do you feel that as a building or ‘space’ that has an undeniable 
‘holy’ significance to it, invites interpretation? Z thought it did: “I can feel spiritual
wherever I see a holy place” and for F: No question about i t  personally speaking,
yes.” Was this experience a direct intellection from the spiritual realm? According to 
M, certain pre-requisites needed to be in place: “if you go there just to socialise as 
some place to go ....it doesn’t work, but if you go with, you know, with that, okay, 
with that internal peace and yes, this is what I want, I don’t care what I look like, what 
other people are doing, this is my main purpose, this is a holy place, I am going to and 
relax, say my prayer”, then ... for that purpose ....you can do it, and you know that, 
so you can! It just gives you that peace and all that. But you have to go in that set of 
mind.”
There was no doubt about this in the respondents’ minds, although whether individual 
buildings (places) of worship all managed to do this was debatable. According to B: 
“Well, this, the McDougall United Church is a building -  their only intention was for
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it to function, I think. There was no consideration given to what people are actually 
doing inside it.” Yet he found that the Jamat Khana enabled him to draw spiritually 
from it. This was an instance of a Christian relating better on an internal level to a 
Muslim environment and sacred space than to a Christian one. Experience of sacred 
or holy spaces and places do not belong to any one culture or religion and we find 
ourselves responding in unexpected ways to different arrangements of such spaces as 
well as the spaces that are forming around us at any given time.
L said: “As a personal comment, yes, I think all the elements are there, for us to make 
that JK, every time we go there, for it to be a spiritual experience.” B goes on to say 
(p9): “I think places like that allow you to do that.” When asked how that might 
happen, B said:
Well, Til give you an example -  I’m very impressed with the Jamat Khana Centre. It 
appeals to me personally, you know, for whatever, I suppose there are a lot of 
reasons, but it just, simply, I look at it, I like it, it appeals to me personally. Now, if I 
go over here to McDougall United Church which is the church that I was blessed in, 
it, it is simply a building .... I do not take any spirituality away from the place, it is 
simply a building that houses the church.” When asked abut the JK, he said “I’m not 
really sure but there is something, there is something....
Was B trying to articulate experience of the ‘rumour’, that there is something beyond 
describable experience, beyond language, beyond understanding cognitively, and 
therefore ineffable, almost unknowable? There were some uncanny moments with the 
respondents when some of them would articulate their experiences using the exact 
same words although unknown to both:
L (p27): I feel this is where I belong, this is where I am meant to be. This is my 
home, you know, this is me, this was built for me.
E (pl9): “Only thing I can say is you see, when I come in, I feel the building is 
telling me that ‘I am here for you ... I have been built for you’.
This is uncanny because these two respondents not only do not know each other, but 
they actually live in different countries - one normally in London, the other in
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Calgary -  what does this say about experience of the building in both cases? They are 
from countries with different cultures, both from different original individual cultures, 
experiencing the same space? Is this yet another instance of validation of that space 
that embodies ineffable meaning? It is telling that, with backgrounds that are worlds 
and cultures apart, people still somehow manage to have experiences that have a 
tremendous commonality in terms of meaning for each one, yet communicating those 
meanings is not always a simple, straightforward process for all.
9.11 Reluctance to talk of Spiritual Experiences
There is a need to pause and reflect upon this and to understand these contexts of 
experience as they are varied and diverse. The whole human context, not only the 
physical context which is fulfilled by material things, but the inner context which is 
not fulfilled by material things alone, requires emotional, spiritual and intellectual 
fulfillment -  that inner acknowledgement of the human being is the inner life that 
requires the more prominent and the more ongoing attention. One thing was quite 
clear also: the very fact that not a single one of the respondents had ever talked to 
anyone about their experiences and perhaps, also tellingly, they had never been asked 
to share their extraordinary experiences before. What stops open and free 
transmission of this kind of learning is as G puts it: “... you’re afraid of the unknown 
whereas if you would go beyond your comfort zone ...” - and therefore the need for a 
thesis such as this, if for nothing else then to highlight the considerable scope of 
learning that is bypassed through lack of awareness. There is also fear of rejection 
which is exacerbated by pressures of society, imposed values borne of ignorance and 
lack of knowledge of diverse faiths and cultures, which fosters a fear of venturing out 
and touching others.
Through the existing literature that I had researched and my own experiences 
generally I was struck by how there is often reluctance to talk about spiritual 
experiences, that there was a fear of being ridiculed which subsequently leads to lack 
of discourse, not just about religion but more especially, about spiritual or religious 
experiences. I brought up this question with the respondents and G (p 10) felt that 
“it’s something that’s hard for people to do. I think that people keep their spirituality 
within themselves and you try and have it radiate from you but it’s very hard to
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openly talk about it” and we see here again the importance of non-verbal language -  
radiate -  which is actually another ‘spiritual’ mode of language in itself! This 
becomes necessary because of society’s pressure of imposed values and ideologies 
that are often bom of lack of real knowledge of other societies, faiths and traditions, 
and people choose therefore to remain within their ‘comfort zones’ from ‘fear of the 
unknown’, as we have seen. She also highlighted some other important points: “And 
then they judge and they shouldn’t judge ... and I think people are afraid of being 
rejected.” This is corroborated by M: “... the other thing is, you’re scared too 
because you think, are you ... crazy {laughs), you know!” Both aspects are important 
to people’s self-esteem and therefore they choose not to risk being embarrassed -  
something that can be a debilitating experience for some, with far-reaching 
consequences: “then of course we just shut up” which curtails learning and spiritual 
as well as intellectual growth.
Another reason there is a reluctance to talk about profound experiences is also a self- 
protective one albeit in a different way. According to M: “I would term them 
[extraordinary experiences] as being ... most definitely sacred, plus something I don’t 
much talk about. It is very precious to me.” This is an important insight as not only 
are these experiences ‘precious’ to people, they are precious and therefore they do not 
want them ridiculed. However, if there was an openness of the mind and the heart, 
people would find that profound experiences are not uncommon and that there is rich 
learning to be had from all the different variations.
W (p 23) uses a very imaginative metaphor to explain what needs to be done: 
“Whatever you broadcast and if nobody is listening, it doesn’t matter, you‘ve got to 
tune up to that station to get [say] what you’re saying”. He makes the point that 
others may or may not be open to such primary experiences or to even secondary 
experiences, however, we must go on sharing them so that others eventually at least 
will pick up on them. That can be their learning the sacred moment in one way. In a 
way, his metaphor succinctly sums up the whole point of this research -  that the 
concept of learning the sacred has to be highlighted so that it takes place more 
consciously, someone or the other will benefit because we are all engaged in it to an 
extent -  we’re just not aware of it and therefore we miss out on the process and 
further learning from it. What does happen in the end is that we become the filters of
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this learning and we transmit to others and there is an increase in knowledge. This is 
a significant finding because if more people become aware of the role they play in the 
scheme of things, perhaps there would be more effort and less fear in being open to 
experience of the unknown. And we can understand the unknown in other ways also, 
more practically, in a worldly manner -  other cultures, other religions, if we do not 
tune in to each others differences by making an effort to better understand each other, 
we lose out on the possibility of making spiritual connections of the highest order and 
on an immense scale.
9.12 Conclusion of Part II: Are my Experiences Unique?
My experience and my interpretation of my experience as well as the respondents’ 
interpretations have led me to a sacred dimension. These taken-for-granted concepts 
of existence within the context of experience have, in this chapter through the 
examples of others, been deconstructed and reconstructed to open up a larger field of 
learning to everyday awareness, as mentioned in the first chapter. We turn to the 
symbol to show us the extraordinary that we sense is hidden within it and thus make 
ourselves reflect by giving outward expression and interpretation to something that is 
the very essence of the elements expressed. We temporarily remove the façade we 
interpose between our consciousness and ourselves. We bring ourselves ‘back into 
our own presence’ (Oakeshott, 2001:134), into the ‘now’, that is the primary 
experience. We thus experience the same sort of surprise or wonder as if it was 
immanent. We carry on our internal dialogues and take sides in a debate, thereby 
showing the ‘interpenetration’ of ideas in our selves. This is an important point that 
we explored in the chapters on symbolism and the sacred and this highlights again the 
validity of the use of a multiple approach -  we have seen the need for the 
phenomenological approach which includes both the Heideggerian focus on 
experiences in the world and the Husserlian foeus on consciousness as well as 
Gadamer’s hermeneutical perspective and van Manen’s approach of vécu (lived 
experience) with Bachelard’s ‘poetic consciousness’, his coneept of ‘discontinuity’ 
and ‘dispersion of meaning through metaphors’ interchangeable with symbols within 
context of this thesis and, very importantly, Khusraw’s non-dichotomous focus on 
inner and outer experiences which corroborates the approach of this thesis.
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We have explored the meaning of the sacred and have leamt a number of definitions 
given to this concept by other scholars and very importantly, through the analysis of 
the experiences of the sixteen respondents, we now have rich data that has opened up 
significant findings as we see later in Chapter XV on Conclusion and Duplications of 
the Research. A significant point that we need to remember here is that of the 
perspective of methodological agnosticism. Would this perspective enable us to 
explain experience of the sacred? Were the respondents able to explain their 
experiences without recourse to religious discourse? The answer has to be a 
resounding ‘no’. There are no explanations for the non-rational that can be provided 
in a secular language. The experiences of the respondents are replete with references 
to the religious, the spiritual, the sacred, the presence of God, the soul and many other 
such references which leave very little doubt as to the only manner in which it is 
possible to explain such experiences.
We have seen how and why others’ define the unknown and the sacred as they do and 
very importantly, we have seen the impact of such experiences and the life-long 
significance they can have. We have revisited and made connections with key 
questions arising in the earlier chapters on the meaning of experience, learning, 
symbolism and the sacred as well as the re-creation of experience. We have also 
explored in detail several ineffable experiences and concepts related to the thesis and 
this includes the experiences of others as well as concludes the methodology.
The first key question that emerged from the question 'are my experiences unique' 
{'how do others understand their extraordinary experiences and how do they 
articulate them'] has found a response in this chapter and we know that my 
experiences are not unique, that others not only have such experiences but also give 
similar interpretations to them. We discuss the implications of this finding in greater 
detail in the chapter on Implications. Having explored the experiences of others and 
realized the impact of the building and the holy place on those experiences, we now 
need to address the second overarching question: 'what was the architect thinking', in 
the following section which is Part III of the thesis.
In Part III, to begin to understand the context of the respondents’ experiences which 
took place in a variety of places but predominantly within the built form, we first
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examine what such a setting has to contribute to such experiences in the following 
chapter. We also examine why I chose to classify the setting as I did. We go on to 
explore the role and meaning of the Symbol in Chapter XI which, as we saw in this 
chapter, is an area of rich meaning and which we use extensively to represent a 
variety of situations and to which we give tacit interpretation that plays an extremely 
significant role in our experiences. It is also important to be aware of the existing 
milieu within which the architect brought forth his design of the building as well as 
the background of patterns and themes that impacted upon his thought processes. To 
this end, we explore the views and thought processes of other scholars and architects 
in Chapter XII before we turn to the architect’s own vision and intentions in terms of 
the Calgary Jamat Khana in Chapter XIII. We also discuss whether the architect had 
a vision which he was trying to manifest through the design of a holy building or if he 
was following a set pattern.
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10 Part III; Chapter X Building as Sense of Place_______________
Arriving at this point was a special moment. The previous chapter, in which we 
looked at the experiences of the respondents, was a ‘wow’ moment in many ways, an 
experience in itself. There are a number of very significant findings that came about 
as a result of taking my questions to others and testing my understanding of my own 
experiences through theirs. We know now that my experiences (and my faith 
community’s) are not unique and that not only are my experiences of the ineffable 
similar to those of others from my own faith community but that they are similar also 
to those from other faith communities. Our intellectual understanding of these 
experiences may vary in degrees and extent but there are also many similarities of 
interpretation and a major common understanding as we see in Part IV. We see, 
therefore, that my analysis in Part I has been borne out by the results that have 
emerged from Part II.
Having analysed the ineffable experiences of sixteen people, we are now left with 
some pointers - sixteen people had experiences that were similar to my own (the latter 
are briefly documented in the first chapter). I know also that, whilst no one can have 
exactly the same experience, these experiences are not unique to my faith community. 
However, the question is: do they make sense to each other? How can we now 
understand the sacred place, the unknown and the ineffable? My experience and my 
interpretation of my experience now can be contextualized within those of the others 
-  and we find that their interpretations and my interpretations of the sacred belong to 
the same category, and this leads me to the sacred dimension. What I am now asking 
in Part III is: what do these interpretations mean and how do we understand them 
within the context of symbols, of which architecture is one and which formed the 
main context for my own experiences? Other people have similar experiences as we 
now know.
The focus of this thesis has been to find out if we can leam the sacred. Having 
experienced the mysterious within the context of the built form which took on a 
sacred meaning within my own interpretation at a very young age, we looked at why I 
needed to take this to others. I realised that understanding the experiences of others
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would enable me to understand my own, the earliest of which took place within 
architectural space. We know now that there are several types of symbols and 
architecture is one of them. I chose to focus on this symbol in view of my first 
experience as a six-year-old but also as a result of several such subsequent 
experiences that played a significant part in my life. We explore the role and the 
meaning of the symbol in the following chapter so as to understand the significance of 
the symbol to extra-ordinary experiences and how symbols might be a source of 
creativity and expression for the architect.
We have therefore arrived at the stage of exploring the concept of the building. We 
encountered the building of the Jamat Khana in Calgary methodologically in Chapter 
VIII where we talked about the reasons for the choice of this building. This was a 
building that was eminently suitable for this research and one to which I had a good 
possibility of gaining access. Also, a sufficient personal knowledge of the city of 
Calgary meant that I could conduct the interviews with minimal practical problems. I 
had appointed a gatekeeper who enabled me to identify and locate potential 
respondents and a key factor was that the one building that would have been suitable 
for the purpose of this research in London had already been the subject of my Masters 
research work. We also encountered the building experientially in the previous 
chapter when we analysed the experiences of the respondents. However, we explore 
it in much greater detail in Chapter XIII when we examine the architect’s thoughts in 
terms of his design of the building.
In this chapter we examine the built form as a mode of expression, to enable 
understanding of why it seems to have the potential to exert such power on experience 
of the ineffable. Having heard the respondents’ accounts of their experiences and the 
role played by the building in those experiences, my need to understand and find 
some answers has grown significantly. My own ineffable experiences within the 
architectural context were curious enough to begin my questioning, however, the 
experiences of sixteen more people who have now added their interpretations to mine, 
has only served to heighten the curiosity and fuel the need to find some answers.. 
Whilst I visited some architectural sites with the intention that these sites will provide 
data to help me reflect on my research questions, I had visited others prior to the 
research and had also had some extraordinary experiences during those visits. These
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visits enabled me to reflect upon the following questions amongst others: what is it 
about these settings that enable these experiences? In what way does this happen?
Mason (2002:131) asks about the social processes and the phenomena that cut across 
a range of settings. Which are the core settings or the most meaningful ones for 
understanding these processes? It was obvious that I could pre-classify these settings 
into country, city and site but then considered whether that was necessary and beyond 
the initial benefit, questioned the merit of such a pre-classification. How useful 
would this be and how meaningful? What depth of interpretation would such a 
classification allow? I decided to classify them in the simplest terms possible, 
eliminating unnecessarily complex and potentially confusing categorisation. And 
therefore, keeping in mind the primacy of the experience itself and the selection of a 
suitable site to visit and experience, provided a useful context for the generation of 
info-rich data.
We find that buildings can take on a life of their own and transcend the intentions of 
their builders. If we understand religious and holy buildings as being symbolic, we 
find that they constitute endless repositories of ‘otherness’. Religious buildings may 
be created by humans, but they live on as transforming, life-changing environments. 
As Klotz (1988:22) says, they are at once expressions and sources of religious 
experience, products of dominant society and ‘triggers’ for change, perhaps simply 
the visions of individuals or a community expressing a constant message with 
revolving interpretations.
Perhaps we need to understand why the building and its architecture is so fundamental 
to the human spirit and we look at the art and architectural aspects more closely in the 
following chapters. Here we look briefly at the theory behind the experience of the 
building. What happens when we experience a building? At least two things are 
taking place, with or without our awareness - the ‘inherent’ message often remains 
‘concealed’ and the interpretations constitute the ‘revealment’. This has been called 
the otherness and autonomy of architecture whilst Gadamer (1976) has called it the 
‘pandemic interwovenne55 of disclosure and hiddeimess'. Buildings invite 
interpretation and leave it open and without realising this quality that is projected by 
the built form, even as a child, I responded to it and as I encountered more and more
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such instances, I realised that this quality seemed inherent within its architecture, and 
in abundance in Islamic architecture. Perhaps even then I had begun to make a deep- 
down, infinitely subtle connection between what I was experiencing and the ineffable 
and hence later came to regard these experiences as sacred? Also, how does the 
building connect with meaning and interpretation?
As Gadamer (1976) says ‘the conflict between revealment and concealment is not 
simply the truth of the work of art (though it is most in evidence there), but the truth 
of every being, for as unhiddenne55, truth is always, as such, opposition of revealment 
and concealment. The two belong necessarily together.’ There is a useful interplay of 
showing and hiding in line with Gadamer’s ‘ontological plenitude’ or ‘excess of 
meaning’, that is characteristic of all that is symbolic in life and, most especially in 
art. Also, as mentioned earlier, Clifford Geertz (1980:105) would say “religious 
symbols ... reek of meaning” - whether we consider meaning to be imbued, imbibed 
or inherent. Symbolic, in fact, in Gadamer’s view, is best understood as half-revealed 
and half-concealed
Gadamer (1976) states that the experience of art which includes architecture -  
because art is expressly symbolic - not only ‘falls within the sweep of hermeneutical 
reflection, it wins a priority in his exposition of understanding because the experience 
of art lays bare that which is less obvious in other realms of understanding’. This is 
illustrated by Merton’s (1961:387) remark that “art enables us to find ourselves and 
lose ourselves at the same time”. Works of art hold within them ’inexhaustible 
supplies of ontological possibility’. The ‘ontology of the work of art’ is such that as 
some meanings are revealed, others are concealed, withheld, remaining available to 
endless reinterpretation. This inexhaustibility means that they remain open to 
generations of meaning and new insights but also enable human beings, in their 
interaction with the building, to bring about an amazing, and sometimes unexpected, 
fusion of the hidden and the seen, both within the building and within the 
experiencing person. This is the magic of such an experience because it is never just 
the person or the building, it is always the two together. This immediately brings to 
mind the ineffable and the experience of the mysterious and the manner in which that 
kind of experience also takes place -  once again, it is never just the one seeking that 
experience because it cannot be demanded, the experience is offered, given freely and
©Naznin Hirji 2007 '2 5 5
in the giving is the receiving, a question of validating what the Sufi experiences of the 
divine when he is addressed with ‘your call to me is my answer to you’. The very fact 
of seeking enables the getting, and when we approach a work of art with the same 
openness and awareness, then it seems as though the boundaries open up and 
suddenly we are part of the tapestry and part of the weave.
10.1 The Built Form as a Mode of Expression
So that we understand how and why the Calgary Jamat Khana as a building has such 
a profound effect on its users, we look, briefly at the effect of the built form through 
several examples. Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969), according to Blake (1996:242- 
248) thought that architecture and the effect of the building accorded the individual a 
universal kind of freedom. If an individual is given the space to create what he will 
out of the space left ‘as nothing’ by a discerning architect, will this allow him an 
opportunity for free expression and interpretation? This is at the other end of the 
scale to Wright’s Guggenheim Museum whose powerful plastic forms dominate the 
less spectacular works of art. Dr. Farnsworth’s house, built at the cost of $73,000 in 
Plano, Illinois, in 1959 was made to frame and reflect the surrounding landscape. 
What Mies had hoped to show and succeeded in doing, was a clear and somewhat 
abstract expression of an architectural ideal, the ultimate in ‘less is more’, the ultimate 
in objectivity and universality. Aesthetically, many (though not all) of the great 
artists of all periods would have agreed with Mies, as his portrayal of architecture in 
this instance showed that even when architecture approaches nothingness, its spirit 
can be romantic and beautiful. The idea of the aesthetic experience is that one 
‘knows’ something is beautiful because when one sees it (some would include ‘when 
one thinks of it’) one experiences a special sensation.
Space may be thought of as ‘occupying the entire canvas or as being only those parts 
which remain visible after the various ‘figures’ have been added. Motivation and 
capacity to absorb are thus significant factors in the degree of perception achieved and 
we encounter this in abundance in the experiences of the respondents. This raises the 
possibility that there is a scale of ‘accessibility’ of such perception depending to some 
extent on the analytical skill and knowledge of the observer, which can be awakened
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and honed by experience, but also on the inherent qualities of the object such as 
complexities and visual organisation.
According to Blake (1996:264), in 1954, the architect Mrs. Phyllis Lambert, daughter 
of Samuel Bronfman, President of Joseph E. Seagram & Sons, the distillers, wrote 
about Corbu, 'One is fascinated by his spaces, his sculptural forms, but are not people 
likely to be blinded by these and skip over the surface only?’ And then she met Mies 
and saw ‘360’: 'He has articulated the skin o f his buildings at the same time creating 
a play o f depth and shadow by the use o f the basic structural steel member, the I- 
beam.... This deceptively simple solution is comparable to the use of Greek orders 
and also to the Islamic concept of geometry, ‘It is not a capricious solution; it is the 
essence of the problem of modem architecture that Mies had stated in 1922: "We 
should develop the new forms from the very nature of the new problems." Mies was 
talking in essence about action learning and its cyclical or spiral way of seeing things. 
This corresponds significantly with Bachelard’s concept of ‘discontinuity’ -  the old 
enveloping the new and carrying it forward.
There is an amusing story told by Lewis Mumford, advocate of open spaces and a 
more humanistic approach to architecture and constmction in the city of Manhattan 
where Mies together with Johnson, built the Seagram Building in 1954-58, He wrote 
delightedly of the wonderfully eye-catching ‘waste’ of some 50% of the site and that 
more architects should emulate his example! What did Seagram do to justify its 
existence as possibly the most expensive building, per square foot, ever built? 
Mumford’s ‘50% wasted space’ which lent the building such nobility and dignity, was 
coveted by numerous banks that wished to build branch offices on the plaza and were 
ready to offer large sums to the Seagram Company for that honour, totally missing the 
whole point of that space which was lending it the very nobility that was attracting 
them. Again, why skyscrapers? A desire to dominate? To reach God? Private pride? 
Philip Johnson, approaching his ninetieth birthday, in an introductory interview for 
Skyscrapers by Judith Dupre (1996:7) thought it was ‘getting up there because of a 
religious belief or pride of purpose’.
By far the most important aspect of buildings is what they express of the people 
collectively and for the person individually. As Mies once remarked (Blake,
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1996:231). “What feelings for material and what power of expression there is in these 
buildings! What warmth and beauty they have! They seem to be echoes of old 
songs.” Note the combination of concepts and qualities he draws upon: ‘feelings ... 
materials ... power of expression ... warmth ... beauty ... echoes of old songs - such 
complexity of Mies’s own expression of his experience of those buildings which 
brings in memory and music and thereby involuntarily also raises the effect and 
power of that medium upon the being, so that one is included in the experience that 
the words conjure up, and share in some way Mies’s own experience. How are we 
affected in everyday, common ways by interiors of buildings? A simple example is 
the play of reflections on glass and mirrors which may give one a sense of space that 
is not stifling. This can allow a sense of freedom, of not being boxed in or trapped, 
enabling an openness which, in a stifling atmosphere, might not happen, even if the 
restriction was purely psychological. We have looked at a few examples of how a 
building might affect people individually and collectively so that we are better able to 
understand some of the experiences we encounter in the next section. Once we have 
looked at the experiences of the respondents and how architecture might capture a 
sense of the sacred in the next chapter and the interpretations of other architects in 
Chapter XI, we see later in this section the architect, Noormohamed’s, own views on 
the building in Calgary which brings us full circle into the connection between the 
idea, the situational context, the experiencing, the learning and transformation, and 
the re-creation of the extraordinary moment.
This applies to sense-making of space as an object also, both in itself and as an object 
in dialogue with the subject. In the building that is The Ismaili Centre in South 
Kensington in London, space is defined within wood panelling and it is that space 
through which light is reflected that spells the names of the divine rather than the 
wood. It is the containment of space within the framework of the wood that enables it 
to be lifted out of general space and given definition and meaning, making it dynamic. 
There is therefore an underlying unity that is necessary and which makes it possible 
for the subject and the object to have a dialogue that has a transforming effect on the 
object which gives it symbolic meaning. It also transforms the subject by submerging 
it in the qualities that are drawn out of the object which exteriorises the sense of 
sacredness that is an intrinsic part of the human being. Intuition has therefore also
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played a large role in this process as has feedback, all internal processes at work. This 
is how reality is constructed for the individual and becomes an instance of integration.
And so, I wanted to investigate, not my six-year-old type of experience of architecture 
but whether the architecture that is designed for religious experience actually does aid 
religious experience or is it artificial to remember it as a religious experience rather 
than a creative experience. But then this, in a sense, is the way in which most people 
who have these experiences, seek to experience their faith in what lies behind these 
holy buildings. I was also interested in how my respondents regarded holy buildings. 
Although I am writing as a Muslim, and most of my respondents are Muslim, there 
are some who are not Muslim, and as my questions made sense to them as well, am I 
then writing about something that is trans-cultural? We asked this question earlier in 
the thesis and we can now say, yes, we find that the experience, in the final analysis, 
transcends culture.
What makes a building more than a building? We come across this concept in greater 
detail in chapters XII and XIII.
It is the poetic part, the fiction, that turns a building into a true work of art.
Goethe 1795
My interpretation of Goethe’s quote would be that life is made up of many 
dimensions; to just see it through a narrow window is to lose most of the 
opportunities. To open our doors of perception wide is to let the full effect and 
mystery of life reach out to enhance us. Rowan and Reason (1981) agree that people 
can be trained to leam this kind of awareness even if there is a self-contradictory 
aspect to it -  as they say, to grasp it is to let go. This state of consciousness is 
necessary to enable people to break out of their habitual environments and social 
norms so as to discover new horizons and step back into ‘real’ reality. This venturing 
out to test new ways of seeing things to promote creative learning is the reason why 
this research was begun.
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Saul Alinsky (cf Saddington, 1992) trains community organizers and has developed 
ideas concerning ‘invisible learning’. He states that human beings encounter 
happenings that remain unprocessed and ‘undigested’ and that they need to be 
reflected upon to become experiences. I personally have a memory of describing this 
experience, when I was much younger, as ‘a process that was so rapid that it was in 
my bloodstream before I could process it’. It became another cause towards this 
thesis. However, I came across this kind of reflection on one of my visits when I was 
able to take advantage of opportunistic sampling which enabled me to record a 
number of brief but very lucid interviews in an impromptu conversational group 
situation which was made up of five young men within the ranges of 21-25 
approximately, in Taba in Egypt (Chapter XII:288).
There were other factors that were considered in the selection of sites: whether to 
specify a ‘part’ or whole of the setting to observe or participate in. I decided that as 
different people were affected by, and responded to, different situations and contexts, 
that a wider area within the same setting would allow some respondents to interact 
with the building and experience it in ways that others might not tap or be tapped into. 
This allowed the respondents some flexibility and naturalness in which to gamer a 
rich experience. The key criteria was the capturing of the experience itself and this is 
what set the parameters and in many cases, in my own fieldwork in visits to different 
settings, this meant the general experience of the building as well as its architectural 
features and purpose as well as usage. This also applied to the building in Calgary 
that was selected for the participants (Chapter VIII) which we explore in detail in 
Chapter XII and in which this decision is validated in view of the respondents’ 
experiences.
Therefore, what is the logic that was used in the choice of these experiential settings? 
I have borrowed heavily from Mason (2002:131-137) in this section to explore my 
approach. Was the approach strategic, representational or illustrative or a 
combination? I found that the architecture was in the main both representational and 
illustrative as well as metaphoric. Why were the artefacts relevant to the research 
questions? Is it because they were precious or illustrative or representational of the 
Other? Was the art being seen in terms of utility? Are these useful classification 
systems for my purpose of working interpretatively? The most useful way, I found, in
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which to categorise settings, texts, and artefacts was in sensory and visual as well as, 
very importantly, in symbolic (meaningful) ways. I was more interested in the time 
and space category than particularly in the artefact itself, although there were notable 
exceptions. I decided that what was important was to successfully access the content, 
that is the experience itself, and the ‘container’ in which the ‘unknown’ and ineffable 
experiences are carried or through which they are constructed.
The focus of my research was on experience of the sacred and the experiencing 
context for the respondents of this research -  which had not necessarily always been 
the experiencing context for them in terms of their own personal experiences prior to 
this research -  but the experiencing context as an entry point for recall of their 
moments of sacredness. This ensured the production of valid and reliable analysis of 
these experiences through “accessing the conduits and vessels within which such 
beliefs are contained, or through which they are constructed, be these people’s minds 
and thoughts, actions and interactions, words and religious discourses, and so on.” 
(Mason, 2002:132) It is important to remember that whilst I was interviewing people, 
it was not their obvious attributes that I was interested in as much as their experiences 
as my ontological perspective is that people’s experiences are meaningful and so I 
was interested in their experiences of the sacred, the meaning that holds for them and 
how that experience translates for them. And so whilst some broad, conventional 
‘common-sense, pragmatic’ (Mason, 2002:128) classifications such as religious 
persuasion, ethnicity and setting, amongst others, were used, other, more 
intellectually-based ones -  such as recommendations by gatekeeper for suitability in 
terms of propensity for such research - were also necessary to provide the kind of rich 
data required.
And therefore, just as Mason (2002:130) suggests, these settings, these physical 
spaces as well as the environment around them became ‘core’ and ‘meaningful ones 
for understanding these processes’. The settings were ‘part pre-classified’ in terms of 
the kind of space they contained, the purpose of the buildings, as potential for 
experience and interpretation. There is less danger of using a representational logic in 
this research as that applies to the built form rather than to people. This has enabled 
the use of illustrative logic as well. This representational and illustrative logic has
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been used very effectively alongside the metaphorical as all three are eminently 
applicable to the concept of Islamic architecture.
10.2 The Underlying Architectural Philosophy
As the building and architecture are of considerable significance to the research in 
terms of their roles in experience of the sacred, it was important to understand the 
psychology that underlies architectural considerations, to enable a clearer 
understanding of its inclusion. Perception and the underlying gestalten process is 
examined below to give a fuller picture of the process of architecture when we visit it 
in Part III.
It appears that the ‘Gestalt laws’ (M. Wertheimer (1924 in W.D. Ellis, 1950) which 
are the ‘fundamental and universal principles’, are relatively simple schématisations, 
mainly based upon the topological schemata described by Piaget. I emphasise they 
are not general ‘laws’ that have to be followed. One can quite validly direct one’s 
attitude differently than prescribed by the gestalt schemata. And the thesis of gestalt 
psychology that one always prefers the simplest solution is explained by the fact that 
one ‘knows’ that a clear order is convenient. But this need is not essential. Gestalt as 
a process underpins architecture and provides a framework as an organising principle 
and refers to the pattern of a set of elements. Gestalt psychologists believe that 
organisms are programmed to perceive whole patterns rather than sections. 
Perception, and this is an important point in my research, is an active process and not 
simply the end-result of passive, sensory stimulation. All situations are believed to 
possess inherent organisation. The task is to gain insight to enable a fuller and more 
meaningful way of communication with oneself and others.
There is also the influence of psychological processes that impose order on the stimuli 
and according to Jonathan Opie (1999), several fundamental perceptual principles, 
that is, laws, governing the organisation of a gestalt have been identified:
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• Wholeness is the perceptual tendency to impose order on separate parts to 
create a perceived whole.
• Membership character is the law of placement of discrete parts into 
relationship with each other as part o f a dynamic system.
• Figure-ground is the law of perceptual organization that places every object 
against a background, with a perceptual tendency to focus first on the figure, 
which poses more compelling features than its background.
• Pragnanz is the perceptual tendency toward stability and simplicity.
• Closure is the perceptual tendency to complete incomplete objects.
Continuity is the perceptual tendency toward perceiving continuous forms 
rather than discontinuous (disrupted) ones.
Connectedness is the perceptual tendency to organise linked objects into a 
single Gestalt.
Proximity is the perceptual tendency to discern a group formed among objects 
close to each other.
Similarity is the perceptual tendency to group objects based on their likeness 
to each other.
Symmetry is the perceptual tendency to be directed toward the centre of 
objects whose parts mirror one another.
All of the above come into play between the experiencer and the building, as well as 
within the building itself, thereby lending itself to the potential of extraordinary 
experiences, as possibly happened with me, even at six years of age, and as I found 
had happened for one of my respondents at eight years of age, in a different way.
10.3 Why compare Experience of the Building with Experience of the Sacred?
As we have seen already throughout the thesis, architecture and the built form gave 
birth to my own experience of the sacred albeit at the time I simply experienced the 
extraordinary moment and stored it away. However, subsequent such experiences 
left no doubt in my mind of the connection between the two objects of experience, 
hence the organic question brought to this point of: is this unique to my faith 
community or do others experience in the same way also?. To understand the 
interrelations between the organism and its experiences and the environment, it was 
necessary to look at the psychological background of architecture. The psychological, 
however, cannot be separated from the practical and therefore, architecture must be 
considered as a whole (rather like a person, holistically, of which the individual parts 
are naturally interdependent).
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Savage (2002) states that the responsibility must lie with the individual to accept that 
which is useful and to discard that which is inappropriate, and that only that which he 
can personalise and internalise, can be deemed to be of any use to him. This also 
applies to the individual’s interaction with his physical environment and because the 
meaning becomes a personal one, the awareness with which he appropriates this 
pattern and his own receptivity to what is on offer will in the end form his perceptions 
and inform his attitude. In order to ‘appropriate that which is valuable’ the receiver 
must be open to it and in fact can leam to be open.
Bachelard’s (1971) concept of ‘imagination and reverie’ plays a large part in the 
experiencing process and this is corroborated by Iser (1974) and Jones (2002:43) who 
reiterate that the experience of a full work of art cannot be found only in the ‘aesthetic 
quality of the work (object) itself or in the “individual disposition” of the user (the 
subject). It is a combination of the two that makes the experience possible. It is the 
process that makes such an experience possible, not simply the act of reading a text or 
viewing a building or a piece of architecture. It is the process of experiencing which 
includes the environment in and around the subject and the object which together 
make the experience possible. This also supports the concept of the merging of the 
subject and the object as well as that of the lack of dichotomy put forward by the 
thesis. As Iser says, it is only through the convergence of text and reader (or, in our 
case, the dynamic interaction between building and beholder) that the work actually 
comes into existence. Jones (2002:43) adds ‘the reader of the text (or beholder of the 
building) plays an active and decisive role in the production of artistic meaning: if it 
is to “mean” anything, a text -  or a building -  requires, in a sense, the imagination of 
its users.’ Therefore the inteipretative focus is not only on the building itself but also 
on the situational context as referred to earlier in the chapter.
The following examples give an insight into the interaction between what we see, the 
representational, illustrative or metaphorical object, the spatial setting and the 
organism as a total being: This is not to say, however, that meaning is not moulded 
into the building by its architect or its designer. There are many examples of 
buildings that have meaning as an ‘inherent’ attribute of their existence and the most 
obvious examples are mosques, temples and churches, not so much synagogues, not
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historically to date. Christian thought lays emphasis on the person of Christ and 
therefore has incorporated figurative art within its churches, much as the temples have 
done but which Islamic art does not. What then of the Biblical injunction (Exodus 
20.4) which states that "You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any 
likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth” as well as “"You shall make for yourself no molten gods” 
(Exodus: 34.17)? In Hindu traditional doctrine, the concept of Divine Art is 
fundamental and is represented by and through Maya: in this form, the Absolute 
expresses himself as much as remains silent. In the same manner, the artist expresses 
aspects of the self yet knows that the being is more than what is being expressed.
As Burckhardt says (1967:15): “Herein lies the analogy between Divine Art and 
human art: in the realization of oneself by objectivisation”. In Islamic art and 
architecture, however, there is no imagery or iconography and the expression lies in 
the abstract and geometric patterns, the arabesque and the representational and 
metaphoric rather than the figurative. According to Burckhardt (1967:60) icon 
painting and liturgical music “are the only two elements in Christian civilization that 
deserve to be called ‘sacred art’.” Burckhardt (1967:13) states that ‘sacred art’ really 
means sacred form as art is really ‘form’. Art does not simply become ‘sacred’ only 
because of its origin of spiritual truth but because its formal language makes it so, in 
our case, that of art and architecture. Every such form takes on a given quality and 
therefore symbolism becomes inherent in the form but also requires the interaction of 
the subject to realise the object’s potential. As it says in the Bible (RSV: Prov.l:6): 
“to understand a proverb and a figure, the words of the wise and their riddles”.
In the Upanishad, the ‘posthumous soul’ (Burckhardt, 1967:112) is received by the 
sun and asked its identity and only when it replies ‘I am Thou’ is it allowed entry into 
the divine world. This same utterance of ‘I am Thou’ is again the same truth in the 
Sufi story of Abu Yazid al-Bistami who was refused entry by God until he uttered ‘I 
bring Thee Thyself in the words “"Praise to Me, for My greatest Glory!" 
(naqsbandi.org). We see here symbolism at an essential level and it is this use of the 
symbol which is also instrumental in the learning of the sacred. In Islam, the 
fundamental formula of ‘There is no God but God’ {la ilaha illalah), is a double 
negation, thereby asserting the Absolute Unity of the Divine. How are these
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fundamental, spiritual truths translated into architectural form? Whereas Gothic art 
imbues the ‘heaviness of stone’ with an ‘ascending movement’ Islamic architecture 
sees ‘static equilibrium’ as demanding ‘immobility’, the “crude material is as it were 
lightened and rendered diaphanous by the chiselling of the arabesques and by carvings 
in the form of stalactites and hollows, which present thousands of facets to the light 
and confer on stone and stucco the quality of precious jewels”. (Burckhardt, 
1967:137). We see below the arcades of a Court of the Alhambra in a state of ‘perfect 
calm’ yet they seem to be imbued with ‘luminous vibrations’ and there appears to be 
an inner quality, not of stone but of Light.
The play of light and shade in The Court o f the Lions, The Alhambra, Granada
10.4 Conclusion: Can we explain the Unknown through Sacred Hermeneutics?
The central idea here is that human beings are constantly developing and self- 
renewing and that life situations are always evolving, that one does not exist 
independently from the environment, internal or external, something that is of the 
essence in experience of the ineffable as an extraordinary moment can happen 
anywhere, at any time. Individuals are seen in all their multiplicity - the biological 
and social as well as their psychological, emotional, spiritual and intellectual guises. 
All experience is embodied and the psychological life is grounded in the physical
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realities of mental, emotional and sensory states, hence the necessity to juxtapose the 
experience of the ineffable with the physical surroundings and within the sensory 
dimension. The existential view is that people are always remaking or rediscovering 
themselves, transforming themselves. There is no discovering ‘once and for all’, 
rather there are always new horizons, new problems and new opportunities. The 
objective of this research has been to enable participants to apply this to deeper and 
less visible realities also.
This research has promoted the use of full awareness which is the process of being in 
active contact with the most important happenings in the individual’s and surrounding 
field with full sensorimotor, emotional and cognitive support. Insight which is an 
intuitive form of awareness and which is an immediate grasp of the obvious unity of 
disparate elements in the field is a key form of learning of the less visible realities 
around us. Aware contact creates new, meaningful wholes and thus is in itself an 
integration of a reality, even a problematic one. It is in this respect that the building 
cannot be seen as something outside of the person’s reality, it is part of his 
experiencing whole, part of his world and his senses, part of his inner, invisible world 
also.
As discussed in the previous chapter, the act of awareness is always here and now 
although the content of awareness may be distant. The act of remembering is clear 
and present in memory even if the event is in the past. When the situation calls for an 
awareness of the past or anticipation of the future, attentiveness takes this into 
account. Hence, the building served well in its ability to reach the inner world of the 
respondents through its impact as well as serving as a symbolic reminder in physical 
form of a portrayer of beliefs and attitudes of individuals and society. The change 
that took place did so through integration and a broadening of their fields which 
brought up past defining moments for them and the opening of inner realities that had 
become buried in ‘seemingly’ distant memory. Suddenly, they found the present 
incorporated the self, the environment and their perceptions of past and recent 
experiences which were only recountable through religious discourse which point us 
to symbolic meaning.
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A definite ontological law enables the symbol to manifest an archetype which 
according to Coomaraswamy (1943) makes the symbol that which it symbolizes. 
This is also the reason why beauty and harmony become part of ‘traditional 
symbolism’ because it is the very transparency of that essence that is projected. 
Emotion and impressions are important in the experience of this art but that is not its 
main objective. It is really a symbol as we see in the next chapter on the symbol and 
can therefore be simply represented in primordial means -  the ultimate object is 
ineffable in any case and that is the reality of the experience..
We examine the role and meaning of the symbol in the next chapter and see how it 
enables experiences of the ineffable. In Chapter XII we go on to explore the milieu 
within which the architect lives, dreams and designs and in Chapter XIII, we see the 
factors that influence the architect’s decision in how he designs his buildings, and the 
holy place, in particular.
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11 Chapter XI The Role and Meaning of the Symbol_____________
We have looked at the concept of the built form and the philosophy underpinning the 
idea of ‘the building’ so that when we look at what the architect was thinking when 
designing the building in question in Chapter XIII, we are able to contextualise the 
inner concept of the building within the outer one, that is, the spirit of the building 
within its symbolic language which is not only the physical form as structure but also 
the theory which underpins the concept of building as ‘dwelling’ or ‘receptacle’ or 
‘container’.
Having unpacked the connection between the concepts of experience and learning, 
meaning and the sacred, we find that it has been a journey of searching and 
questioning and standing back to see if a methodologically agnostic stance will bring 
answers to long-held questions. We have found some answers and an understanding 
from the experiences of others (Chapter IX), that explanations or descriptions of 
experiences of the unknown are predominantly through religious discourse. We have 
also found that there is unquestionable learning to be had from such experiences and 
that the sacred interpretation that I gave to learning is corroborated by others. The 
flow of grace that envelopes our beings in that instance makes that learning available 
as a heightened and accelerated inner activity that simply takes place. A secular 
explanation has not been available for the inexplicableness of the experience. 
Experience is inherently fused with the learning so that it becomes barely noticeable 
in our taken-for-granted everyday life and living. It is precisely to understand this 
unaware learning that this thesis has sought to distinguish it from the experience 
without seeing it as dichotomous. We need to understand, however, how we might 
encounter it. We have an experience but how do we understand it in terms of an 
encounter that is extra-ordinary, how do we recognise it so that we can identify it and 
re-create the context? We have looked at the nature and meaning of experience and at 
the nature and meaning of learning as well as at the learning of meaning. We now 
need to look at meaning as symbol.
Although experience can be direct, and in fact, this is an important point in the thesis, 
nevertheless it is through the symbol that we translate our realities and give meaning
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to our experiences so as to understand this further in terms of our lifeworlds and those 
of others. According to Heidegger (in Marton and Booth 1997:26) the crucial value 
lies in returning to the self to discover the nature and meaning of things as they appear 
in their essence and to do this, one has to access all of one’s faculties, the unconscious 
as well as the conscious. This is where awareness and openness in terms of being 
present to our experiences, retaining that skill of awareness of our inner processes and 
modes of being - because it is a skill that is continuously strengthened through 
frequent use - enables us to bring to our consciousness that which was in our 
unconscious through inner transformation, contemplation and recall of latent learning.
According to Eliade (1991:9 [1952])) the symbol is regarded as the autonomous mode 
of cognition; around the 18* century the symbol was regarded in Europe as an 
instrument of knowledge and it has now been restored to this status and is connatural 
to the other non-European cultures whether archaic, historical or primitive. Symbols 
have a connection with the cave engravings of prehistoric man and the oldest such 
signs known to us are those of air, fire, water and the sun. The Egyptians developed 
sign structures known as hieroglyphics from around 4000 B.C. and the Greeks in 
1000 B.C. developed a set of symbols and although alphabets and languages have 
been used since 2000 B.C., various cultures have continued to develop and evolve 
their particular symbols (Forty, 2003). In the 19* century, Europe was able to 
maintain a spiritual connection with cultures in the developing world such as India, 
Africa and Australia, most of which were practically unknown to positivism or 
empiricism.
Eliade (1991:11) states that the ethnologist today has seen the importance of 
symbolism in archaic thinking and also its intrinsic order, relevance, its speculative 
creativity and its higher significance. He states that today we are “well on the way to 
an understanding that symbol, the myth and the image are of the very substance of the 
spiritual life, that they may become disguised, mutilated or degraded but are never 
[original word] extirpated”. In fact, we see use of the symbol in everyday, secular life 
too. Within the broad phenomenological stream, Mircea Eliade’s was one of the more 
creative interpretations of the meaning of religious symbols. His analysis of his 
understanding of religion and the sacred, and the dialectic of the sacred and profane.
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homo-religious, myths and symbols, gives an indication of his interpretation of the 
meaning of religion.
How then do we define the symbol? The word ‘symbol’ is derived from the Greek 
word ‘symbolon’ and according to Forty (2003:6) is ‘a graphic sign for a concept or 
an object’. As a working definition within context of this thesis, the symbol, besides 
being a graphic sign, is also the extériorisation of the inner meaning and that to which 
it gives expression; it can also be perceived to be synonymous with belief (belief in 
what it represents imbues the symbol with that reality)
11.1 Rituals and the Symbolic
Turner (1977) drew a distinction between dominant and instrumental symbols and 
inferred the properties of symbols from three levels or fields of meaning: the 
exegetical, operational, and positional meanings of ritual symbols. In the cultural 
field, ritual symbols are regarded as clusters of abstract meanings within which 
exegesis, according to De Heusch (1975:368) is an expression of mythology, and in 
the last resort "ritual activity is firmly based on a mythological system". Comparing 
this perspective with Turner's (cf Deflem, 1991:1-25) - “we see that within French 
structuralist anthropology, ritual symbols are studied through the analysis of ritual 
speech and mythology, which is thought to be at the root of ritual. For Lévi-Strauss 
(1981:681 cf Deflem, 1991) the founder of structuralist anthropology, a ritual "is not a 
reaction to life; it is a reaction to what thought has made of life".
If we were to take this a little further, this would mean that ritual is a reaction to the 
activity of thought. What then is thought and what does it do that elicits this need for 
human beings to form rituals? Thought is a stringing together of words(usually, 
although it can also be in images) that takes form as language that may be 
communicated to others but equally may be a silent dialogue with oneself. The 
human being, however, is a social being and lives in community, and it is this 
condition that has made it possible for human beings to be bom with the one attribute 
that makes them the best of creation -  and that is the attribute of speech. Otherwise, 
other species also live in communities and can be said to be socialized into those 
communities. Therefore, the thought that forms the basis of speech, takes place for a
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reason -  that reason is to search for meaning, a search that has characterised much of 
what this thesis has been researching. It is at this point that I believe thought meets 
ritual because the former is searching for meaning and the latter is ready to express it. 
And when language is no longer able to communicate, ritual does it for that thought 
process or for that internal state. And it is within various cultural contexts that the 
different ‘nations and tribes’ that form humankind, give meaning to rituals and 
symbols. According to Eliade (1991:12), symbolic thinking is “consubstantial with 
human existence, it comes before language and discursive reason” a claim that has 
found significant support in this research.
In his analysis of symbols and rituals, Keyan Tomaselli (2001) defines rituals as the 
collectively patterned performance forms through which processes of cultural or 
sacred signification are integrated into consciousness and social practices. They are 
also ‘enacted’ by sign-user communities to confirm cosmological locations, 
relationships to universal forces and to solidify social organisation. Through ritual and 
therefore symbol, the social world is realigned with the world of belief, thereby 
according to the latter a transformative power. The collective process of sacred 
signification can also be experienced as a transformation through congregational 
prayer, for example, which can offer such experiences in the way that the flow of 
spirituality can affect individuals in the gathering. The sonorous effect, the chance to 
stand still and let the collective effort reach a higher plane of consciousness can wash 
over an individual and transport them to ineffable experiences.
I find Turner’s definition of the symbol becomes more complete with the inclusion of 
aspects of those definitions brought up by Eliade, Ibn ‘Arabi and Rumi amongst 
others. But for our purposes in this section. Turner’s view that “symbols constitute 
the smallest units of ritual activity” (Turner; 1968a: 1-2) does make sense although as 
symbols in themselves are carriers of meaning I would posit that meaning might, 
without difficulty, overtake any ritualistic activity it might embody. Symbols are 
capable of bringing about the most profound of experiences of the sacred which can 
far outweigh any initial ritualistic connotations they might have been imbued with. 
Also (adapting Turner) symbols have multiple meanings and offer a unified 
foundation to the morality of the social order and the emotional, psychological, 
spiritual and intellectual needs of the individual; and on a methodological level,
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Turner infers the properties of symbols from various types of data obtained through 
observation and questioning. We see therefore that on the one hand, Turner 
considers all rituals to have religious connotations and on the other, he typifies both 
tribal rituals and institutionalised religious rituals as liminal. Perhaps a little 
background to the understanding and appreciation of the symbol will enable a more 
meaningful contextualisation of symbolic language and expression as the container of 
experience of the sacred
According to Turner (1977:19) ritual can be defined as "prescribed formal behaviour 
for occasions not given over to technological routine, having reference to beliefs in 
mystical beings and powers." Similarly, according to Turner, a symbol still retains the 
specific properties of ritual behaviour; it is a "storage unit" filled with an immense 
amount of information (Turner 1968a: 1-2), much as I see the seed of potentiality that 
resides in human beings. Symbols can be objects, activities, words, relationships, 
events, gestures, or spatial units. It is within the context of this ‘spatial unit’ that we 
shall see the role of architecture as symbol. It can be said to have ritual shape in the 
form of design. Turner (1977a: 183) sees ritual, religious beliefs, and symbols as 
essentially related and demonstrates this in his definition of ritual as "a stereotyped 
sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and objects, performed in a 
sequestered place, and designed to influence preternatural entities or forces on behalf 
of the actors' goals and interests". Not only can symbols reveal crucial social and 
religious values; they are also (precisely because of their reference to the supernatural 
or perhaps more relevant to the thesis, to the ‘Other’ (Otto, 1923) transformative for 
human attitudes and behaviour, as this thesis illustrates. Symbols are powerful in their 
transformative properties. Although Turner's definition of ritual refers to ritual 
performances involving manipulation of symbols that refer to religious beliefs, 
aspects of his perspective on symbols are very applicable to this thesis, particularly 
where his view converges with that of Clifford Geertz (1973) as we see later.
Deflem (1991) argues that whenever ritual is inspired by a religious belief in 
supernatural beings or powers, its status is different from other, inner-worldly forms 
of knowledge. I would agree as ritual provides the framework and structure as the 
representation or the symbol, and also that within context of a belief in the 
supernatural, its position is different than when considering an inner world form of
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intuitive knowledge. But I would add that I also agree with Turner in that rituals are 
formal behaviour that reference mystical beings and that ritual activities and religious 
beliefs do hold extra value over and above other, secular forms of thought; that it is 
only in the different forms of religion that references are made to the supernatural 
(whether a personalized god, invisible energies, or divine powers attributed to natural 
phenomena) and to the way things are meant to be in concordance with a reality. That 
reality is, according to Geertz (1973: 89) totally real and is independent from worldly 
contingencies and human arrangements. Therefore, within this context, and according 
to Turner, for those involved in religious rituals, religion is not simply another system 
of ideas, it also has the highest ontological value.
There are also profane aspects to the world, in fact for every positive thing, there is a 
negative, but the very beauty of these concepts is not just the opposition of one but the 
correspondence and relation of one with the other. The transformation need not be a 
specific rite of initiation such as Durkheim talks about. Those rites are simply to 
impose a certain discipline on individuals so as to remind them of the sacred or the 
religious and are really there to serve them -  all religions have rites and rituals which 
lend a system and a procedure to a community. Those rites and rituals are, of course, 
representational and symbolic of the community that has formed, but there are other 
very important dimensions relating to the inner world within experience of the sacred 
that are omitted by Durkheim in terms of the individual.
In fact, Durkheim often saw the sacred as a manifestation of collective practice of a 
moral community and the profane as a self-centred individual pursuit, a view that 
could be seen as rigid and rather narrow. Society is not an entity of and by itself as an 
individual can be. Society is an organisation made up of individuals with individual 
beliefs that may concur with or differ from each other in degrees -  the point is, 
without individuals, there can be no society, and individuals are not clones of each 
other, therefore their sense of sacredness will come into play at different times, on 
different occasions and through different means as well as through different levels of 
self-growth. Also, there can not be a complete demarcation between the sacred and 
the profane: perhaps Douglas’s (1966:7) study on ritual cleanness might serve as a 
good example. She says ‘’there is nothing in our rules of cleanness to suggest a 
connection between dirt and sacredness. Therefore it is only mystifying to leam that
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primitives make little difference between sacredness and uncleanness.’ And Eliade 
(1958:1-15) has this to add: ‘The ambivalence of the sacred is not only in the
psychological order (in that it attracts or repels), but also in the order of values; the 
sacred is at once “sacred” and “defiled”.’
What this means is that we tend to regard the sacred in a specialised manner whereas 
in ‘primitive’ cultures, the sacred is a general idea meaning little more than 
prohibition. In fact, I make precisely the same point at the beginning of the thesis 
when I say that the sacred and the profane are not as clear-cut as Eliade makes them 
out to be or as Durkheim even more categorically makes it out to be. There is a 
possibility of the sacred even in the so-called profane. According to Douglas(1955:8), 
‘sacred rules are thus merely rules hedging divinity off and uncleanness is the two- 
way danger of contact with divinity’. This idea simply cries out for debate.
What is clean in relation to one thing may be unclean in relation to another - examples 
abound: a wife eating from her husband’s leaf after he has finished; a holy woman’s 
feet being bathed and put into a special silver vessel and drunk by followers’ in a 
ceremony known as 'tirtha' in India; cows, water and cow-dung (this is intrinsically 
impure and can cause defilement, it is impure for the gods and will defile them but it ; 
is pure relative to a mortal). Douglas (1966:9) says ‘we are dealing with symbolic 
language capable of very fine degrees of differentiation’. Robertson Smith (1889:29- 
33 in Douglas, 1966:20) says that ‘religion did not exist for the saving of souls but for 
the preservation and welfare of society....’a point of view that is debatable in part. 
Society and religion are both structures of discipline for the ‘tribes and nations’ so 
that they may get to know themselves and each other, thereby honouring the diversity 
of creation. And so we see why symbols are necessary. But how do we encounter 
them and how do they enable experience of the unknown, the invisible? Language is 
one such symbol and is part of the human condition.
11.2 Language as Symbol
It is important not to immobilise intuition too quickly or readily and to allow the 
hidden to emerge, let the sounds and nuances, textures and colours of the concepts to 
emerge and submerge oneself in the resultant maelstrom of experience to understand
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and experience it fully. Bachelard, 1884-1962, (Gaudin, ed.l971:xxxiii [1952]) talks 
about ‘the essential mobility of concepts’. His approach has two sides to it -  
conceptual and hermeneutic (1971:xiv): “he chooses a different means when it comes 
to literature. The answer is to be found in his recognition of the essential uniqueness 
of imaginative literature ....Such a recognition leads to an approach which Bachelard 
labels “hermeneutic”, an approach which is consistent with his fundamental position 
that philosophy must leam from the object of its analysis. He also sees this related to 
the view that “error stems from the imposition of a priori categories” (Smith, 1982:37 
in Bachelard, 1971), [which may or may not be so] and that there is the ‘simultaneous 
emergence of the subject and object’. Bachelard goes on to talk about the ‘evocative 
power of certain words as well as that of 'vecu' that is ‘lived experience’ (1971:x). 
Gagey (in Bachelard, 1971) sees this notion of ‘conversion’ to the imagination as 
Bachelard’s way of enjoying poetry which enables him to reconcile himself and the 
world which science does not allow him.
Gaudin (Bachelard, 1971:xx-xxi, [1952]) rephrases Bachelard’s philosophy of 
integrating ‘scientific tmths within human reality’ and the ‘coexistence of our 
humanist and scientific cultures’ as ‘is it possible to reconcile the quest for tmth and 
the quest for meaning? ‘The first is guided by an increasingly abstract mathematical 
formalism; the second deals with the symbols carried by our common, ancestral 
language, which is loaded with significations adverse to formalisation’. According to 
Bachelard the voyage through contradictions is more productive than the pattern of 
potential coherence. Within the context of symbolism, it is interesting to note that he 
did not prefer any points of departure such as experience and matter; he, in fact, 
questioned the notions of unity, system and synthesis and their counterpart paradox 
(xxii). For Bachelard method had a double connotation: ‘hodos’ (Greek) meaning 
‘way’ (indeterminacy) and the rigor of a system, although seemingly contradictory. 
Perhaps this voyage is a worthwhile one precisely because of the contradictions 
inherent within it, that of life’s ceaseless changes captured by experience of its 
diversity and multiplicity and very importantly the unity and ultimate synthesis that is 
possible but which in no way detracts from or lessens the complexity and meanings 
for the experiencer. I therefore see no difficulty in identifying with Bachelard on 
parts of his philosophy and differing from it in other aspects. I think experience is a 
fundamental entry point into knowing and understanding the truths that exist within
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human reality, and also that exploring the unity that underlies all traditions and 
multiplicity is an important theme within that reality. One may understand one’s own 
thought processes and even see life as a seamless reality but to explain and describe 
such a concept requires certain entry points.
Paradoxically though, his work is creative and explores language as a symbol with a 
delightfully open enjoyment which thread we can pick up and move with in another 
direction. This allows us to retrace our steps so as to revisit the realm of imagination 
from where this journey began for that six-year old. It makes Bachelard’s thought 
even more enticing as whilst what is acceptable, is clearly and succinctly expressed by 
Bachelard, what is questionable therefore becomes a point of growth and perhaps an 
uncovering of surprising meaning. This is analogous to the type of experience 
available of the invisible and the unknowable that is the focus of the thesis and the 
unfolding of the layers of potential learning. Bachelard’s philosophy of imagination 
never addresses the question ‘what is being?’ It focuses instead on the “linguistic 
experiences that reveal, in ‘being’, an irresistible movement toward well- 
being.”(xxvii). The alignment of the individual psyche with the universe was accepted 
by Bachelard although he was sceptical of the ‘psychoanalyst’ and ‘the philosopher’ 
(p.xxiii) and in this once again we find ourselves looking at the total individual within 
the context of the Universal Intellect and therefore the concept of sacredness.
Gadamer (1976:62) also says that we can never really distance ourselves from 
language, that it is ‘us’, that language is in the nature of man and that it cannot be 
separated from thought because we “can only think in a language, and just this 
residing in a language is the profound enigma that language presents to thought”. 
However, this thesis raises a profound question, the same question that it raises in 
terms of culture - is this really true or does language have limitations and that there is 
something beyond language? For which no language is required? Certainly no 
words, but also no language, because it is beyond the realm of words, beyond the 
realm of thought as a mental act, beyond the stringing together of a concept, beyond 
consciousness? It becomes pure experience but not experience which uses language 
to describe it, it is something that descends on the heart or the spirit and brings an 
immanent knowledge with it. This knowledge has learning to share - that is the main 
point of this thesis. That it is possible to discern the knowledge even though its
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acquisition was made in an ineffable manner and does not conform to a known 
pattern, yet that this happens is not unproven even if it also cannot be ‘proven’, 
however it can be acknowledged. This learning is the learning that has been flagged 
up by this thesis throughout and is what is meant by ‘learning the sacred’. ‘Sacred’ is 
how I identify it, give it a name so I can recognise it or a similar event in the future. I 
give it a reference so that it can either be matched or measured against or set up as 
unique if I can find no other similar experiences, but do we need language for this?
For practically everything else I would concur with Gadamer and with Humboldt and 
say we do, just as I would agree that culture is an inescapable part of how we see 
ourselves and others in society, how we not only understand them but also "mis­
understand’ them and present times bear testimony to this. However, I would posit 
that there is a ‘beyond that’ and that that is the destination of this thesis -  to flag up 
that area where understanding is mute, it is ‘felt’, it is an ‘inexplicable certainty’, not 
simply in terms of articulation but in terms of language itself.
And I believe that it is this certainty, this ‘knowing’ that enables intuition, emotion 
and prayer to come into play in our lives. It is this knowing, without language or even 
thought, that in its ‘manifestation’ as intuition, which is a recognised element of 
personality and human being, or as inspiration, that it further manifests into a 
language that enables humans to communicate those inner thoughts and perceptions, 
many of which very likely have their origins in this inexplicable immanence. 
According to Gadamer (1976:28) the “hermeneutical experience is prior to all 
methodological alienation because it is the matrix out of which arise the questions that 
it then directs to science”. Could this be seen as Gadamer’s response to 
methodological agnosticism? Scientists, however, whilst accepting hermeneutical 
reflection as unavoidable, see it more in terms of Habermas’s (1984) “self-reflecting 
exercise by controlled alienation”. The question is: how could an understanding that 
arises from an ineffable experience be subject to ‘controlled alienation’?
Gadamer (1976:29), like Bachelard, sees language as “not only an object in our hands, 
it is the reservoir of tradition and the medium in and through which we exist and 
perceive our world”. Habermas (1984) felt that science itself is changed through 
reflection which is true as it is only accurate until the next discovery, which could be
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argued as being more of an unfolding than a discovery, perhaps, science 
understanding a little better or becoming a little more knowledgeable. Perhaps even 
science finally understanding (through its empiricist tendencies) what art has long 
accepted as being part of human nature and human encounters?
Gadamer (1976:29) is quite right in saying that meaning can be experienced even 
where it is not actually intended. [One area of understood meaning might be the 
cultural tradition] It could be that we give meaning to experience and then equate that 
meaning with the experience itself? An example of perhaps unprescribed meaning 
would be architecture, and perhaps more specifically, Islamic architecture which is 
seen as an example par excellence that embodies spiritual values yet leaves the 
experience open to interpretation. What the artist or architect intended might be one 
thing, embodied to an extent within the building and its features, but what impacts on 
the experiencer might be quite a different angle of the building (as we saw in the 
chapter on Analysis) and this could lead to an entirely different interpretation, or an 
interpretation that has the same end result but a completely different means of getting 
there -  and this is where individual life-worlds and biographies lay the routes, life­
worlds that have found and formed their own individual meanings to explain their 
experience of life and its encounters. This is a major indicator of the way meanings 
are formed.
In a similar vein, Berger and Luckmann (1966: 55) say “Language is not only capable 
of constructing symbols that are highly abstracted from everyday experience, but also 
of ‘bringing back’ these symbols and appresenting them as objectively real elements 
in everyday life. In this manner, symbolism and symbolic language become essential 
constituents of the reality of everyday life and of the common-sense apprehension of 
this reality.” They talk of integrating a dream linguistically into the reality of 
everyday life by making it an ‘enclave within the latter’ which therefore now makes 
the dream meaningful in everyday reality rather than simply its own original discrete 
reality. The enclave therefore now belongs to both realms of reality -  they might be 
located in one but refer to the other. At this level of symbolism, they say, language 
soars into regions that are not only de facto but a priori unavailable to everyday 
experience, that which is Otto’s (1923) ‘otherness’. In this manner, it becomes 
possible to submerge the subject in the object and the subordinate into the
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superordinate, thereby effecting a transcendence as well as a transformation in the 
process and increasing our sphere of reality and learning. As Eliade said, symbolism 
could almost be seen as synonymous with human existence and “comes before 
language and discursive reason”.
11.3 Myth and Symbol
A reminder of our question - what does it mean to be humanl Before human beings 
ever began to create symbols to express meanings, there were signs and symbols 
present in the world around them in the form of nature and the physical environment. 
Symbols reveal certain aspects, possibly the deepest aspects, of reality. In some 
religions, myths and images are used to symbolise the most hidden attributes of being 
which find fulfillment in temporal space which is the visible container of these 
invisible qualities.
Islamic art, however, replaces myths with abstract expressions which it sees as having 
more conformity with its pure doctrine of Unity. In the arabesque, which is the 
leitmotif of Islamic decorative art, the geometric design is combined with the fluid 
mobility of movement, logic with rhythm, within its two basic elements of 
interlacement and the plant motif (Burckhardt, 1967:147). Another example of such 
deep symbolism is present in the interior of Turkish mosques [such as The Blue 
Mosque], which are characterised by the “contrast between the hemisphere of the 
dome, more in evidence than in the Hagia Sophia, and the needles of the minarets: a 
synthesis of repose and vigilance, of a submission and active witness”.
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The Hagia Sophia gives an impression of a descending heaven and a Gothic cathedral 
which tends towards an ascending sensation/ Islamic architecture is at its most 
profound when the believer’s forehead touches the prayer rug in utter submission, 
making space a homogeneous unity and eliminating tendencies of height or depth, 
allowing the experiencer to just be in the space that is forming for him. The goal is 
not for attainment in a future moment, it is in the present, in this architecture, and in 
the moment of freedom from all worldly shackles of the mind and body as 
transcendence enables transformation. We see more of this in Chapter IX. Making 
what is often regarded as extraordinary into an everyday encounter and experience 
would make learning the sacred possible in a modem, contemporary context.
But whilst myth might enable some to find meaning through their experiences of the 
symbolic, I believe much of my own experience of the sacred has been as a result of 
experiencing abstract forms that have incorporated the artist or the architect’s vision 
initially but leaving it wide open for interpretation, or embodying the timelessness of 
invisible space and at the same time leaving space homogeneous and neutral so that 
experiencers can find their own meaning in those forms.
' I have relied heavily on the work of Titus Burckhardt with reference to sacred art (Sacred Art in East 
and West: Its Principles and Methods, 1967)
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This type of encounter of the sacred is truly ordinary in certain lands and the Khamit 
culture which refers to the original Nubian Maatian culture of the Nile valley in Egypt 
is a good example of how people kept their equilibrium by attending to their relations 
with self, universe and creation, all the while keeping in touch with their inner selves. 
This is a form of discourse and as Foucault (1978:1-6) says “a discourse is a reality 
which can be transformed infinitely”. It is also a form of symbolism of the sacred. 
According to Afua (2000) and Arewa (1998), continuous purification, meditation and 
wellness maintains the harmony and balance of the soul, body and mind. Everything 
they did was sacred. Creator-directed, and emanated from their work to their clothing, 
from their relationships to their homes, and from their temples to their government. 
This life force that surrounds us is, according to Arewa (1998:xvii), ‘dynamic and 
resides everywhere and in everything.’ Is it this force then that we sense, feel and 
intuit as "the sacred’? Do we experience this in the form of symbols?
Myths remain part of our realities and are often experienced as aesthetics. This is a 
necessity for a human being in the attempt to express emotions, feelings and thoughts. 
The experiences of the ineffable that I encountered became possible through the 
energy they took on from the symbols. There is an interconnection between religion 
and belief systems.
11.4 Form and Symbol
Symbolism here is used in a much broader sense than when applied to music, poetry 
or art as in paintings, etc. As mentioned before, symbolism here includes the power 
of thought and feeling that is generated by and through the object, that goes beyond 
the object and eventually beyond the subject too, beyond the temporo-spatial setting. 
The setting lends itself to a deeper interpretation in terms of surrounding space but 
this experience of the living myth, the life force that permeates the experience, goes 
beyond.
How do symbols hold meaning for us in the different forms in which they manifest? 
Whether in dreams, in waking moments, in those half-asleep-half-awake moments, or 
when fully lucid, how does any kind of realisation of an extra-ordinary perception or 
experience having taken place dawn upon us? This happens usually through a
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heightened consciousness as the initial truth or realisation breaks through into our 
usually less-alert state of consciousness and appears in a kind of manifestation, even if 
simply as light, or an impression of some sort. This does not always take place 
immediately the experience takes place because there are times when the mind 
intrudes upon the experience in the moment that it is taking place, however, at a 
deeper level, the knower knows because at that deeper level, there is a calmness, a 
stillness that lives the experience and memorises it for later manifestation when the 
intrusion of the mind is not present.
As one can appreciate Italian opera without understanding the language, so can one 
appreciate Islamic calligraphy without knowledge of Arabic, Persian, Turkish or 
Urdu. Translation adds to the experience but much of the communication between 
artist, artwork and observer is at a deeper, wordless, symbolic level. For example, the 
effect of Islamic calligraphy and architectural translation can best be summed up as a 
harmony that resonates within the spirit and awakens its rhythm. When this 
resonance takes place, something stirs within the soul and it is reflected in our 
encounters with objects, people and places. I use the term ‘soul’ quite consciously 
here. In many ways, it has been used interchangeably with spirit in the thesis but I 
use it here to mean the metaphysical self as distinct from the psychological self, 
similar to a distinction as made by Chalmers (1996). Learning music in this marmer 
can also enable an opening in the heart and the spirit as emotions and creativity 
became engaged. Becoming aware of the various instances and the manner in which 
the sacred can be encountered -  in the form of symbols -  could keep us open to 
further potential experiences. One such instance that I can recall took place in the 
middle of a crowded street in Moscow. The complete opposite environment in 
beautiful gardens in St. Petersburg opened up another extra-ordinary moment where 
suddenly I felt a serene presence that was all-enveloping -  was this awareness of ‘the 
Other’? But these are inspired, lucid moments which have other purposes - to open 
up our awareness on different planes, to show us how vast the inner human being is in 
reality and the capacity for growth. It is not simply that the particular experience is 
the telling one for us in that moment but often it can be that that experience enables an 
opening up for another experience which is the more important one for us. The first 
serves to enable the awareness so as not to lose the lesson from the more important, 
follow-up experience. Is this what the inner eye sees?
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11.5 Imagination as Symbol
One of the elements that is tied inextricably to the notion of interpretation which is 
also inseparable from the concept of the symbol, is that of imagination, but not simply 
imagination as in one can imagine being in another place. Here imagination is seen in 
a much more integrated manner. I would define imagination here as a form of reality 
that acts to draws meaning from one’s inner world to bring it to one’s conscious 
attention. As our meanings also are constructed through interpretation that often takes 
place in the moment of happening, in view of the understanding that imagination is 
part of interpretation, meaning and imagination also have a significant connection. As 
said earlier in the chapter on experience, it is the attribute of imagination that ineludes 
most naturally the capacity to carry out the hermeneutical function, and according to 
Gadamer (1976:12), ‘the real power of hermeneutical consciousness is our ability to 
see what is questionable’ which makes imagination a natural tool to use in our 
encounters with symbols.
This becomes evident in Part III when we explore the experience of the art of 
architecture as the context of experience of the sacred. Its form as a visual metaphor 
puts it within the realm of imagination which addresses it through its own nature of 
fluid and ever-renewing movement through which the experience becomes manifest. 
Within this is encompassed the unknown and the invisible which hints at the hidden . 
Rumi (Mafi and Kolin, 2001:96) addresses this succinctly:
There is a thread from the heart to the lips where the secret of life is woven,
Words tear the thread, but in silence, the secrets speak.
And Bachelard states within context of ‘oneirism’ (1964:31), that is, ‘absent-minded 
dreaming while awake’ (2003, definition of Princeton University):
One communicates to others only an orientation towards a secret without ever being 
able to tell the secret objectively. The secret never has complete objectivity. In this 
way, one orientates towards oneirism, one never accomplishes it.
Elaborating on the poetic image, Pierre-Jean Jouve (cf Bachelard, 1964:58) says 
“poetry is a soul inaugurating a form”. Interestingly, Dewey (1990:191) suggests that 
the poetic and imaginative eye be seen within its context of ethics as a ‘prophetic’ eye
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which enables growth and possibility. Dewey warns that we must not ‘confine our 
gaze’, another way of saying ‘look beyond the obvious’ (Chapter I) which is the drive 
behind this thesis. He sees sympathy as a quality of ethical human relationships within 
the context of community and sees society as playing a major role in the growth of the 
self but he also emphasizes individuality. The challenge is to explain how the 
emphasis on social relationships can be combined with the emphasis on individuality 
without contradiction which is precisely my point: that learning certainly takes place 
within the context of social interactions and relationships and within society as a 
structure, but the individual’s other dynamics are equally and even more important in 
the realisation of the selfs potential, especially the dimension of the affective. The 
two are complementary in the same way as are the form and formlessness of space.
Dewey (1986:54) states that ‘these goods are there and yet they are relatively 
embryonic. Many persons are shut out from generous participation in them. There are 
forces at work that threaten and sap existent goods as well as prevent their expansion’. 
There is a suggestion that this poetic and imaginative eye opens up the learner’s self 
beyond the visible to the invisible. He goes on to say that the new vision does not 
arise out of nothing, but emerges through seeing, in terms of possibilities, old things 
in new relations serving a new end which the new end aids in creating. To see and to 
enable seeing beyond the obvious, as well as the old experience becoming submerged 
in the new and emerging as something beyond the old, is part of the transformative 
learning that takes place. This is also where Bachelard’s (1957) philosophy underpins 
this thesis through his concept of discontinuity in which the old is enveloped in the 
new. But how do we go about using this ‘new’ self? There appears to be an 
effortlessness and a seamlessness about the environment in such moments. There is 
an enabling quality to the nature of imagination that completely interpenetrates all the 
elements of the being as opposed to imagination that is a kind of post-event.
Symbolism need not be regarded as the untried approach considering the realm of 
direct intellection, stands above both the physical and psychological realms, and 
consequently, it is beyond even scientific methodology as such. Action does take 
place but after the certainty in the heart, that is after ‘emotional intelligence’ has been 
received. It is the state of being that is the prelude to the state of doing but without 
knowing, it is impossible to do and as Aristotle said “the soul is all that it knows.”
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Perhaps when encountering such an experience, we buy into the fundamental truths 
that are always there? Or perhaps they are already learned and stored in deep 
memory? Yet again, perhaps each experience opens up further reflection?
These truths are channeled through mythological and metaphysical symbolism rather 
than through science, which only later comes to these truths and claims ‘discoveries’, 
but in effect these truths have always been around, awaiting individual awakenings. 
The collective, the social, is clearly very important to the growth and development of 
the individual in every way, however, the spirit in each individual stands alone, 
accountable in the end for its own actions, not for those of society, not directly in any 
case. The individual is a segment of the Absolute if one accepts that at the core of 
each human being is a divine spark. However, there are instances when it is in 
becoming part of the collective that the most is gained spiritually. This takes place in 
congregational prayer and if one is ‘in the right place’ emotionally, one’s spirit can 
begin to connect with those of others there. We become part of the whole and 
suddenly there is no ‘I’ or sometimes, the whole is the ‘I’ and there is a togetherness 
which, because it is not simply for the self, gives rise to a supremely spiritual or 
intellectual experience.
This can also happen when listening to a concert when in tune with many others, 
although this can even happen when listening alone. Sometimes, there is a total 
fusion of the self, the music and ‘something else’, resulting in a sense of having said a 
prayer. What happens in these instances? Have we been subject to a field of 
influence of some kind? Has there been a symbolism that has been brought about 
through the music, generated by the composer or musician that had created that field 
through which an expansion had taken place within the audience members - a spiritual 
expansion of the inner space?
Nor is there any difficulty in associating architecture as a metaphor within the general 
understanding of sacred as there are intimate associations with architecture including 
the myths of indigenous peoples whose ‘shelters’ house gods as well as sacred texts in 
all the major religions where there are numerous architectural metaphors describing 
the most intimate and profound qualities of the divine as well as of humanity. 
Examples include John (10:9) in the Bible where Jesus describes himself as the ‘door’ 
whilst Jones cites a beautiful example of the Muslim mystic Al-Ghazzali who
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considers that the heart has two ‘gates’, one which opens outwardly and is that of the 
senses, and one opening inwardly toward the divine world which is within the heart 
and which is the gate whereby the heart receives inspiration.
Like music, architecture is another symbolic form which requires an ‘audience’ or 
more particularly, ‘users’. They will not see it simply in its functional form, for them 
it will be a place of interaction and therefore, that architectural space has to beckon to 
them, to speak to them and to accommodate their diverse needs. It therefore becomes 
a symbol of different things to different people, reaching them on the inside, engaging 
the spirit or the mind, the emotion and the imagination. There is a sense of personal 
involvement and in certain cases, intimacy, in responding to this kind of space. 
Grabar and Nusaibeh (1996:37) say of The Dome in Jerusalem that a certain mystery 
hovers around the building and that “this paradox in the foundation mosaic inscription 
introduces what can be called the magic of the Dome of the Rock, a building of 
powerfully palpable substance that contains hidden and unexpected meanings, a 
building that is not quite what it at first seems to be.” The Dome of the Rock is also 
seen as a historical space from which four levels of interpretation emerge, the 
material, the religious, the pious and the level of power and domination.. Grabar says 
the Dome of the Rock inherited a particularly rich range of meanings associated from 
near or from afar, with its space. Gadamer, however, considered it a ‘pointless 
undertaking’ (Jones, 2000:140) to try and reconstruct the original circumstance of a 
work of art as that would be no more than ‘the recovery of a dead meaning’, a view 
that, to an extent, is understandable as each encounter one has with a building, each 
spatial encounter even with a familiar building can bring about a different experience 
each time, and must do so. This would be a truly real encounter as human beings 
change continuously as do their perceptions. However, there is also validity in the 
kind of multiple meanings associated with a place or a building as in the case of The 
Dome of the Rock, which is considered a supremely holy place by all three 
monotheistic faiths, Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Bruno Zevi (Jones, 2000:119) 
talks about what Gadamer referred to as ‘architecture’s encompassing role’ as 
“architecture is not art alone, it is not merely a reflection of conceptions of life or a 
portrait of systems of living. Architecture is environment, the stage on which our 
lives unfold” This is what opened up the creative imagination of the six-year-old to 
begin this journey in search of meaning of the mysterious. There is an unequivocal
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ongoing moving experience in architecture that goes beyond the three dimensions of 
perspective and includes a fourth dimension, that of time. We shall re-visit the 
example of architecture as a metaphor in Part III.
The Russian philosopher, P.D. Oupensky (1949:193) called this “the sensing and 
finding of some inner qualities in things” and that the even purely intellectual 
scientific and philosophical systems also aimed to ‘raise man to a height of thought 
and feeling where he himself can pass to the new and higher forms of knowledge, to 
which art and religion are the closest’. The transformation that can occur through 
such creative moments is when the recognition of an extra-ordinary event is stamped 
on to experience and memory. As Foucault (1984) says, true freedom is only possible 
when we detach ourselves from our habitual ways of thinking and being, which has 
also been a constant reminder by this thesis -  to set aside pre-conceived notions of 
learning and to remain open to what emerges. It is erroneous to suggest that 
contemplative spirituality renders man incapable of action, it is in fact, a prelude to 
transformative action learning.
11.6 The Ineffable and the Symbol
This interconnection of the dreamworld with the ‘awake’ world was a part of early 
life when the cosmos could be opened up through the eyes of a poet and it was ‘okay’ 
to talk about it and others did not demand empirical evidence because they were more 
open to the different worlds within a human being’s comprehension. Symbolic 
language was used to great and beautiful advantage, as in the words of Anderson 
(1992:106) when the ‘poet could be taken up to unity [which the universe is by 
definition] when he expresses the universe in the wholeness of an image: as a white 
rose, in the case of Dante; as a musical octave in the form of a golden chain, in the 
case of Milton; or as a universal divine being which is also the imagination of Jesus, 
as in the case of William Blake’ or of light and knowledge as the sun’s rays in the 
case of Rumi. Our experiences bring up one observation time and again -  and that is 
that, whether we are conscious of it or not, most of us live our lives in our 
imaginations, not in the world of facts and figures that is the universe. We really live 
in the worlds we create for ourselves, the interpretations we make of the symbols we 
see around us, every sign is a symbol which we interpret according to our level of
©Naznin Hirji 2007 288
understanding and our intellectual capacity, through our experiences and the 
transformations we go through -  that is our real world, and therefore, this world of 
imagination and creativity is the emotional, the spiritual and the inner world. 
Following on from this point, if the world we really live in most of the time is the 
imaginai world, then surely, learning from that inner world must be the norm? 
Living by its impressions and its manifestations? Perhaps learning the sacred, 
whenever and wherever, may not be a far-fetched concept, however, we still need to 
explain the unknown.
11.7 Conclusion: Can we therefore Explain the Inexplicable?
We know that religion is two-fold, both subjective and cultural, but even these are 
reflections of the faith community, as my own experience has shown, and therefore, 
we call faith and the unknown, the sacred, which we discussed in considerable detail 
in Chapters VII and VIII on The Sacred . We derive learning from experience of the 
unknown and find that not only does this point to religious symbols, but that the 
meaning we give to it remains symbolic.
Nasr (1989:151-152) looks at the mind and the heart through the symbols of the moon 
and sun respectively. He talks about how the moon (the mind) reflects the light of the 
sun (the heart) which shines upon the moon (the mind) which reflects light on man’s 
existence. He calls the heart the ‘seat of intelligence’ and the ‘eye of knowledge’ 
which Sufis call the ‘eye of the heart’ and the Hindus call the ‘third eye’. This 
concept transcends duality and the rational functioning of the mind. Aga Khan III has 
said in his Memoirs (1954), that ‘through symbols, the symbolised is unified with its 
archetypal reality’ and Rumi the poet/philosopher said ‘Look within yourself a 
moment and ask who art thou? From where dost thou comest, from which place, 
what are thou?’ (Nasr, 1989:160)
Much of our own inner reality takes form in this manner and is exteriorized and 
manifested into forms that take on symbolic meaning which might often start out 
being meaningful to the individual but then go on to take on a more universal 
significance, as in the Taj Mahal, which has become the symbol of love for millions 
worldwide and the Al-Azhar Mosque/University in Cairo, one of the oldest operating
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Universities in the world, built in 970/988 AD respectively. Tabataba’i (2003:01) 
talks about the essential properties of ‘being qua being’ and says that ‘its end is to 
achieve a general knowledge of existents and to distinguish them from that which is 
not really existent. He goes on to explain that when one considers oneself we 
discover that our own self has a reality and that beyond that reality there is another 
reality that is ‘within reach of his [sic] knowledge’. In the natural world, however, 
one’s inner state invariably consists of a continuous stream of thoughts, completely 
coloured by one’s history as well as the culture within which one was bom but also by 
the cultures that one has encountered through that history. But gradually if time is 
experienced as ‘standing still’ or ‘slowing down’ then it becomes possible to observe 
gaps between thoughts. A deeper consciousness can become part of the norm as it 
slowly moves one away from the sensory and the mental world, and the stmctured 
and ordered world as we know it, recedes.
These gaps between thoughts, when we stand still, are the intervals that apprise us of 
the extra-ordinary moments we experience. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1997: 294) puts 
forward a fundamental belief when he says “there are in human life certain 
fundamental tmths to which men will always retum sooner or later. So there is no 
need to hurry; we have to be able to wait”. These are the fundamental tmths that we 
feed into when we are open and receptive to our environments, both inner and outer. 
Perhaps the sacred has become hidden in the secularization of our present times but 
not quite lost?
We have seen as have come to this point that indeed, the sacred is encountered in a 
number of ways by different people. There are several other ways that we have 
referred to in the thesis when experience of the profound is possible and does occur 
for many people. In the simple, everyday acts of life, there are pockets and moments 
of experience that are hidden that are like nuggets of gold. However, I decided to 
restrict the investigation to the architectural space and the building -  its choice was 
dictated by the fact that this was the predominant context of experience that had 
contextualised my own experiences of the ineffable but also very importantly, because 
of the second sub-question that emerged organically from the research: what is the 
architect thinking including the related question: do holy buildings aid in bringing 
about experience of the sacred? We see, therefore, from the experiences of the
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respondents and the sense of place that is engendered by the built form, that our focus 
in this section is moving towards a specific building which we encounter in detail in 
Chapter XIII. It is a building designed, through symbols, to capture some of the 
interpretations that my faith community has given the unknown and this is my 
interpretation of it. Before we examine the architect’s intentions and design of that 
building, we explore the milieu within which his designs take shape.
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12 Chapter XII Architects, Buildings, Symbols and Interpretations
I hope that you will understand that architecture has nothing to do with the
invention of forms. It is not a playground for children young or old.
Architecture is the real battleground of the spirit
Mies van der Rohe, 1951 (Blake, 1996)
We understand now that the transformative learning that is taken on board from these 
experiences happens through the symbols encountered which we give meaning to and 
interpret as the sacred. And the reason we interpret it as such is because we realise 
that what we have experienced is beyond language, beyond culture, beyond 
description; we finally can accept that we have experienced the mystery which is 
more than the ‘rumour’ (Berger, 1969) and Otto’s ‘Other’ (1923). An important 
learning outcome from this transformative learning lies in its capacity to shape and 
influence our thought processes and our spiritual growth which become significantly 
more complex. There is a simultaneous opening up of every experience so that there 
is a sense of consciously having reached beyond the obvious, which has been the 
underpinning to this thesis but there is another very important outcome -  we find that 
being open to learning the sacred in real terms indeed means not having to live in 
ignorance and not having to accept the tacitly imposed limitations on learning 
(Chapter 1:13). The impact of these experiences of the sacred is so profound that we 
attempt to replicate, or at least, re-create these experiences in some way. There is a 
sense in which the only way we can do this is to use the symbols of the culture as has 
been done in the Jamat Khana. The architect has used symbols to facilitate the 
purpose of the holy place, therefore the symbol becomes a facilitator of potential 
experiences.
In this chapter, we explore whether the architect is following a trend or whether he is 
referencing his work in other ways through the thought processes and interpretations 
of other scholars in this field. We investigate in the following chapter whether he is 
trying to teach about the experience or to facilitate it through design. I should point 
out here that the architect is a practising member of the community, he is not only an 
architect but has an understanding of the community.
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In Chapter X we looked at the philosophical background to the building as a sense of 
place, what Norberg-Schulz (1965) calls a ‘spirit of place’, that is, the ‘genius loci’. 
Both terms are important ones in this thesis and completely relevant as they both 
address the primary experience within this context. It is an important chapter in that it 
bridges Parts II and III and brings in all the key themes from Part I and connects the 
important concepts of experience, interpretation, learning and the sacred through their 
leitmotif of meaning, moving on, in the previous chapter, to the role and meaning of 
the symbol which has emerged as the manifestation of meaning. That has led to this 
chapter on architects’ interpretations and intentions thereby leading us seamlessly into 
the thought processes of the architect of the Calgary Jamat Khana in the following 
chapter. The correspondence of our findings in Part II with those in Part I show a 
clear and unquestionable connection between all the key themes above including both 
latent and immediate learning. We also see quite clearly the connection with 
architectural space - architectural also because that is where it all began in terms of 
the thesis but also because that is a universally applicable context.
12.1 Are Designs intended as Representations, Re-creations or Facilitators?
The architect, Noormohamed’s vision, intentions and role in the designing of the 
building is easier to understand against the backdrop of how other architects in similar 
or other circumstances have allowed the ineffable to emerge in interpretations, 
consciously or otherwise. This does not in any way mean that the architect himself 
was directly affected by any particular architect’s thought processes but it does enable 
us to see more clearly the background against which he worked, dreamt and had his 
visions. And to understand his design of the building that was used as an object of 
experience for the respondents, we needed to understand the source of at least some of 
his influence. To this end, we briefly explore the historical basis for architectural 
research, not because this present research falls within that category or even that this 
research is exploring all influences on architectural design, but because architectural 
space was the entry point for my experiences as well as for this research, and also 
because the same historical evolution would have played a significant part in the 
architect’s understanding of the function and form of buildings. Therefore, we look at
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this briefly before we examine the architect’s thought process underlying his design 
and examine the Calgary building in more detail.
Architectural research has been conducted throughout the history of architecture and 
has focused in the main on the development of particular structural forms and 
buildings through experimentation, observation and application of such building 
principles. The 'flying buttress' is one such example, the nave of Notre Dame de Paris 
in Paris being a prime example, Mies van der Rohe’s (Blake, 1996) T-beam’ being 
another amongst others.
Other areas in architectural research are a fairly recent phenomenon. The 1950s saw 
climate and structural studies as a focal point of research whilst a broader range of 
topic areas including socio-behavioural issues, design methods and energy 
conservation emerged in the 1960s and early 1970s. It was during this period, 
according to Groat and Wang (2002) that funding became more widely available from 
various federal agencies such as the National Science Foundation and the National 
Endowment for the Arts and architectural programmes and research within 
universities received internal support as well as external interest.
Over the years, however, architecture has moved from a ‘primarily art historical 
model into a more conceptually expansive terrain that includes theory and criticism’ 
(Groat &Wang, 2002). According to them, historical preservation had given way to 
concerns for the architectural implications of deconstruction and critical theory. The 
early emphasis on programming, design and evaluation has been superseded by 
transformation and re-conceptualisation which includes organisational development 
as well as restoration and conservation as by the AKAA’s Baltit Fort project in Hunza 
and the restoration of Humayun’s Tomb in Delhi.
Therefore, in the present new century context, one might well ask, where to now? 
James Snyder in (Groat & Wang, 2002) suggests that research is ‘systematic inquiry 
directed toward the creation of knowledge'’. Systematic inquiry will include 
selectively extracting knowledge from our experiences, categorising and presenting 
results. But how do we understand “knowledge creation”? New knowledge such as 
Einstein's theory of relativity or Picasso's (also Metzinger and Duchamp) theory of the
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Fourth Dimension in images and painting was on a grand scale, but that is not the 
only model for the creation of new knowledge which can emerge in small ‘bites’ but 
which are highly significant in various ways: testing materials and designs through a 
series of built projects using natural resources much as has been done within the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture cycles since 1977; or “evaluating the success of 
particular building forms in communicating intended meanings to different 
stakeholders” (Groat & Wang, 2002). As Jencks has said (cf Arkoun, 1995:16) 
“Architecture is ‘built meaning’. It fatefully expresses who we are.”
I took this focus a little further to find out how this meaning is communicated and 
more importantly, how it is experienced and articulated by those who participate in 
those building forms and architectural spaces. We now understand this better, having 
come through the experiences of the respondents. But it would enable a fuller 
understanding of this context of experience if we had an insight into the thoughts of 
some leading scholars on architecture, more especially Islamic architecture. This 
does not in any way take away from the architects of buildings in general, architects 
such as Sir Norman Foster and Zaha Hadid amongst others, who have produced 
phenomenally exciting work in recent years.
For Norberg-Schulz (1965) architecture enables entry into the existential realm. He 
states that the practical dimension was part of a comprehensive system, but he also 
states that there exists an interrelationship between the two aspects as the environment 
does influence human beings. This would indicate that the definition given to 
architecture by early functionalism is transcended by its purpose. Scientific 
knowledge without perception and symbolisation is not equipped to gain an 
understanding of man’s situation in the ‘lived in’ context. According to Schulz, 
human beings need symbols that are works of art to represent life-situations. This 
concept of the work of art as a ‘concrétisation’ of a life-situation is maintained in 
Schulz’s 'genius locV and is also a concept that is used throughout the research. In 
accordance with man’s basic needs to experience life meaningfully, the purpose of art 
is to embody and transmit meanings. Architecture, in the words of Le Corbusier 
(1923), becomes beautiful ‘when art enters in’. Schulz focuses on a scientific analysis 
of art and architecture, which is not our immediate focus here, but he says that to 
overcome the lack of that quality of ‘concrete environmental character’ that provides
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identification for man, he introduces the concept of 'existential space' (1971). Schulz 
(1965) defines existential space, not as a logico-mathematical’ term but as that which 
‘comprises the relationship between man and his environment. According to Mies 
van der Rohe (Blake, 1996), “‘True education is concerned not only with practical 
goals but also with values. Our aims assure us of our material life, our values make 
possible our spiritual life. In its simplest form, architecture is rooted in entirely 
functional considerations, but it can reach up through all degrees of value to the 
highest sphere of spiritual existence into the realm of pure art.”
Unlike Rapoport’s (1999) definition of architecture as something to impress the 
populace, Schulz believed in architecture and that different solutions for different 
situations in architecture could satisfy man’s physical and psychic needs. Schulz 
(1971, 1975) divided the concept of existential space into the complimentary terms of 
‘space’ and ‘character’ to correspond to ‘orientation’ and ‘identification’ in psychic 
terms. Unlike O.F. Bollnow (1982), who treated these concepts purely in a 
philosophical way, Schulz shows them to be directly related to architecture, here 
defined as ‘concrétisation of existential space’. Concrétisation is defined by the 
words ‘gathering’ and ‘thing’, the latter originally meaning the former. Heidegger 
(1971) said ‘A thing gathers world’. It is he that we have to thank for giving us the 
purpose of architecture as in ‘dwelling’. ‘Existential foothold’ and ‘dwelling’ are 
synonymous for Schulz when human beings can identity themselves with and 
experience the environment as meaningful. Shelter has been the obvious functional 
purpose of architecture but it is much more than that and the spaces wherein life 
occurs are ‘places’ which have a distinct character. Since ancient times, the ‘spirit of 
place’ or ‘genius loci’ has been recognised and man has had to accept this concrete 
reality as a part of his daily life.
For Schulz architecture means to visualise the ‘genius loci’ which means a ‘spirit of 
place and that the architect’s task is to create ‘meaningful’ places whereby he helps 
the human being to ‘dwell’. He advocates a phenomenology of architecture as an 
initial step towards understanding architecture in existential terms. As his quote of 
Frank Kafka from The Trial shows ‘logic is doubtless unshakeable but it cannot 
withstand a man who wants to live’ and within the context of this research, it is the 
task of the architect not only to visualise the genius loci as Schulz says but in addition
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to that, also to draw from the experiencers that response which comes from their inner 
selves so that, as they become more actively aware and attentive to their environment, 
they understand their own potential as human beings. This potential includes more 
than just the physical act of living, which itself requires the guidance of the spiritual 
aspect of the being. As we have seen throughout the thesis, one of the key themes of 
this thesis has been the mutual dependency of the inner/outer, the subject/object and 
the spiritual/physical, what is known as the din (spiritual) and the duniya (material) in 
Ismaili terminology. And to elucidate this, Khusraw (cf Hunsberger, 2000) often used 
the image of the jewel to explain the interrelationship between these two aspects of 
the being:
The price of each jewel is determined not by its external, but by its inner
qualities. (72-73)
We find that Noormohamed (the architect) tried to present the building as a tool that 
might enable believers to bring the shine of the jewel to the fore through their 
experiences and their interaction with the building. Did he succeed? The respondents 
believe he did, not all from the same designated spaces, one had this experience in the 
Library! But that must not be a surprise because once the space within and 
surrounding the building has been intentionally designed with this purpose, then the 
experience can be seen to be embedded within the whole of that space in potential. 
When respondent M recounted her experience of the space in the Library, she said, 
“suddenly something happened” showing that at any point, this ‘otherness’ can touch 
us or become a presence.
Le Corbusier wrote in his Vers une architecture (1923) that when work is in 
alignment with the laws of nature, that is when architecture becomes capable of 
producing emotion with us. We see this view in greater detail in Noormohamed’s 
designs later in the chapter. Louis Kahn poses this question in its essential form 
“What does the building want to be?” To that we have added: representation, re­
creation or metaphor, or is it to facilitate a new experience?
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12.2 Some Viewpoints from Scholars and Architects
The following are examples of architects’ thoughts about the connections between 
symbolic and spiritual architecture and the questions they ask. Most of these have 
been sourced from Architecture beyond Architecture, eds. Davidson & Serageldin (D 
& S), AKAA, 1995; some questions have been adapted from those of the jurors from 
the 1995 Cycle of the AKAA (June 1995:112-115).
With regard to symbolic architecture, Jencks says that to decide what kind of 
architecture this is, the following questions need to be asked: “who is it for? What is 
it? And what does it legitimise? If this is an ‘accommodating’ building for you, then 
what makes it so? Would you call it traditionalesque and post-modern? In that case, 
it is accommodating, but is that a bad thing?” whilst Monreal asks: “what if you view 
the building and the spaces together, does that give you a different experience, and if 
yes, how is it different?”. [We incorporate some of these questions within our own 
here but not necessarily within the context of these architects’ thoughts.] Some of the 
spaces are reminiscent of times gone by -  we asked the respondents how that 
appealed to them. Here we see the thoughts of a number of architects who have asked 
deep questions, complex questions that bring into account emotions, thoughts and 
actions. They ask if we respond to the architectural space, or does it leave us 
unmoved? If we are affected, why is that so? We have seen the many ways in which 
the respondents made connections with the building. Within these questions we also 
find the questions we asked earlier and we find that architects have been looking for 
some of those answers too.
What they may not be as aware of is the impact their designs and buildings have on 
their users in terms of ineffable experiences. Arkoun (cf The Mosque, eds. Frishman 
and Khan, 1994:268-272) has written about the ‘metamorphosis of the sacred’ and 
says that “in the case of the mosque, aside from the traditional and well established 
attitudes of believers towards what they regard as the sacred, there is the modem 
approach to the meaning of the ‘sacred’ based on reason, revealing aspects and 
changes which remain beyond the understanding of those whose faith is founded only 
on unquestioning belief.” This research began with a different paradigm altogether -  
that of learning the sacred and from this angle we have thrown a different light on the
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meaning of the sacred which not only encompasses both the above aspects highlighted 
by Arkoun but focuses on the ineffable which is the truly sacred part of the human 
being and that goes beyond belief and beyond reason. And therefore we revert to our 
questions: in the case of holy buildings, what is the architect thinking? Is he trying to 
represent experience of the sacred, recreate it or is he trying to evoke a new 
experience? We look at some examples before we examine the architect’s thoughts.
The following are varied viewpoints from well-known scholars. Did the architect, 
Noormohamed, take these or similar views into account? It will be interesting to see 
how he views this type of architectural solution and language in the following chapter. 
Perhaps he tried to bring a new, contemporary approach to the idea of religious 
buildings. What factors influenced his thinking -  perhaps other buildings, other 
architects’ ideas, history? It would be interesting to see how he views his finished 
project -  we ask him, later in the chapter, if the building accurately reflects his vision 
and his intended design.
Arkoun asks whether the design of a particular building expresses a new symbolic 
language about the expression of ‘religious spirituality’ through architecture today? If 
so, what elements would one highlight? Noormohamed, as the architect responsible 
for the design of the Calgary JK, does just that -  he highlights the elements that 
dictated his vision as well as his design and other factors that influenced not only this 
particular design but those of other such buildings he has brought into being. We get 
an opportunity to see whether creativity is given free enough rein in this building 
through the architect’s eyes or whether that was indeed one of his objectives. We 
know that the respondents found a resonance with the building which opened up 
extra-ordinary experiences for them and which was reflected back into their external 
lives. Did the architect intend this to happen?
Correa (1994:15-16) draws attention to the “tension that is created by an adornment, 
for example, a mural, between itself and the rest of the room causing a change in the 
dynamics of the space”. To see the mural simply as an object of art that has been put 
into the room as such is to be short-sighted and simplistic and lose the complexity of 
the inter-relationships between the objects there, including the spiritual objects of 
time, beauty, mystery, amongst others. This is what the thesis has also highlighted in
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Chapters V and VI and we find Correa in agreement here; “by sacred one, of course, 
means not only that evoked by religion, but also by nature, by the primordial and the 
mythic.” He goes on to talk about that which is “buried deep in our subconscious, 
such as the riveting certainty of a house around a courtyard”. If, coming out of the 
hot desert (Correa’s example) we arrive at such a house, the experience that takes 
place is not simply that of a pleasing picture -  our inner being is awakened and 
‘something deep is stirred in our mind -  perhaps the memory of a lost paradise?” As 
mentioned in Chapter X, we see that The Ismaili Centre in London incorporates a 
Roof Garden, in the centre of London, with a certain intention: to re-create the 
experience we talk about above -  to afford a glimpse of paradise and life hereafter. 
And therefore, we see that “in this layer of invisibilia lie the roots of architecture” 
(Correa, in AKAA, 1995). A similar intention (from the Qur’an) adorns the entrance 
to the Taj Mahal in India:
To the righteous soul will be said ‘O (thou) soul, in (complete) rest and satisfaction!
come back to Thy Lord -  well pleased (thyself), and well-pleasing unto Him!
(xxixxxx,27-28, cf Al-Hakim, 1959)
Monreal (in AKAA, 1995:112-115) picks up the question: What if you view the 
building and the spaces together, does that give you a different experience, and if yes, 
how is it different? We have seen numerous examples, from respondents as well as 
from my own experiences and those of others in the earlier part of the thesis, of the 
impact of the combination of building and space -  the one common element in all the 
experiences was that of the sacred, the triggers were different but the elements that 
summed up their experiences for them all belong to the realm of spiritual or sacred 
and translates into values for them. At the inauguration of The Centro Ismaili in 
Lisbon on 11 July 1998, the Aga Khan said, “These new buildings, and the spaces 
within and around them, are rich in symbolism; drawing on the plurality of cultures 
which characterise Ismailis here, and around the world.” He spoke of the dedication 
to “the preservation of spiritual values, the promotion of social development and the 
enhancement of intellectual discovery” that this Centre was built for and underlines 
the faith’s teaching to strive “to achieve equilibrium between human existence and the 
Absolute, and therefore to attend to both spiritual and material needs.”
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Whilst Arkoun says that we are “unable to have a religious vocabulary to adapt the 
expression of religions today” the respondents all agreed on one thing -  that they 
unknowingly, without conscious intention or volition, found themselves using 
religious vocabulary, however inadequate, because their responses to that space 
originated in their inner worlds, and even went far back into their inner recesses so 
that the response, although unmistakable, remained ineffable and ungraspable except 
in essence. Noormohamed highlights the role of symbolic language here. He says:
Buildings have to be given a vocabulary -  share the language of the 
building; interpret the building individually -  when people are able to 
read more than was planned - 1 touched the hearts of people and gave 
them the language to understand the buildings; read and internalised -  
and will allow the reader to understand as in the Unionville and North 
Central JKs, [both of which FN designed]; interpretation lies at the 
feet of the user.
Once again, we see here the observer’s freedom of interpretation. Serageldin does 
believe that architects’ responsibilities to their clients rein in their freedom of 
expression through architecture. Eisenman, however, questions whether this has more 
to do with identity than with power as Serageldin believes. Jencks, on the other hand, 
states that “self-imposed conventions which presuppose certain things” are one of the 
dangers for architecture which translate into “unconscious self-censorship and 
politeness” thereby eroding the purity of the creative impulse and a truer 
representation or manifestation of that particular vision. According to Jencks (in 
Arkoun, 1995:122) there is ‘an older tradition of Islamic culture which was 
universalist in the direct sense in that it was oriented to the universe, the cosmos, the 
scientific and mathematical laws. He agrees with the notion of the universe as 
creatively unfolding.
Self-organising systems abound and unite all societies and cultures into one, 
continually self-revealing event, the implications of which can only be understood as 
spiritual, even by non-believers because ‘they show we are fundamentally built into 
the laws of nature’ and therefore, the universe, set upon its course, must produce 
culture, aesthetic feeling, ethical beings, discrimination, layers of meanings and
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feelings, amongst other values of living beings. Aga Khan III has indicated that: 
“Throughout the Qur’an, God's signs (ayats) are referred to as the natural 
phenomenon, the law and order of the universe, the exactitudes and consequences of 
the relations between natural phenomenon in cause and effect.” And, he adds, as long 
as we do not forget the parallel relation between science and religion, there is little 
cause for real anxiety. Mohammed Arkoun (1995:122) states that two conditions are 
necessary for an authentic spiritual building. Firstly, that it must “embody aesthetic 
feelings, perhaps of harmony and transcendence, and secondly, it must be creative”.
All of the above relations, between science and religion, and between harmony and 
proportions and transcendence, were first brought to light by the Arab Muslim 
mathematician, physicist and philosopher, Ibn al-Haytham (965-1039) according to 
Gonzalez (2001:19-25), through his most celebrated work, the Kitab al Manazir 
(partly translated in English as The Optics) out of a composition of 44 treatises. Ibn 
al-Haytham, the historian of science, is renowned as the greatest Muslim physicist and 
one of the greatest opticians of all time. He was one of the earliest scholars to 
understand optics as it is practiced today as well as the forces of gravity and relations 
between light, space and movement, influencing later European thought and scholars 
including Grossteste (d. 1253) and Bacon (13* century), the principle of visual 
perspective (Leonardo daVinci, 15/16* century) as well as astronomers such as 
Johannes Kepler (16/17* century) and Newton (17/18* century). As a philosopher, 
according to Gonzalez (2001:19-25), Ibn al-Haytham “searched for the essence of the 
function of seeing that consists, for example, in grasping the variable beauty of things 
by understanding intuitively their objective and perceptual properties. It is, she says 
“as a phenomenologist, using the equation of sight and insight, that Ibn al-Haytham 
contributed indirectly but decisively to the progressive rationalisation of the self that 
occurred in scholastic Christian culture, preceding the emergence of the new theory of 
humanism (the idea that humanity is at the centre of the universe) during the 
European Renaissance”. His study on optics also led to the development, centuries 
later in 1962, of the Phenomenology of Perception by Maurice Merleau Ponty, 
positing as it did “vision as the primary cognitive process in the relationship of being 
with the world”.
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As the “presentation and representation of contemporary scientific laws” unfold, they 
bring to light basic, transcendent truths that are “provocative, stimulating, creative and 
aesthetic” and in this manner we also participate in the continually unfolding event 
that is life. Jencks says that, in short, we “discover the unity of the universe, a 
counterpart to the necessary heterogeneity of societies” which enables growth 
organically and creatively. In 1995, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture was 
presented to the Kaedi Regional Hospital in Kaedi, Mauritania, because in the words 
of the Jurors, it “defined spiritual architecture with its harmonious proportions that 
resisted cliches, did not obsess about originality but was still innovative, embraced 
new scientific techniques and was aesthetic in ‘being consistently self-similar -  petal­
like’”. Gadamer’s (Jones, 2000:63) ‘centripetal or centrifugal’ notion in terms of 
‘decoration’ echo this in that the former draws ‘the attention of the viewer to itself to 
satisfy his [sic] taste’ and has an ‘assuring’ effect and the latter which ‘then redirects 
it away from itself to the greater whole of the context of life which it accompanies and 
has an ‘enlivening’ effect (Jones, 2000:63). This includes Arkoun’s two key notions 
of ‘alluring’ and ‘enhancement’. Gadamer’s notion of centripetal or centrifugal also 
calls to attention Chevalier & Gheerbrant’s (1996) notion of the “double spiral” 
whose two directions are expressive of other dual actions of complementarity which 
include expansion and concentration (as in experience of the sacred of which we see 
more later) as well as the manifest and the non-manifest. As Guenon (1975:28) says 
“complementarism is essentially a correlation between two terms” and Schuon (1989) 
sees the two notions of ‘discontinuous’ and ‘continuous’ within essence as signifying 
(a) excellence, as discontinuous and (b) substance, which perversely, implies 
continuous although they are both in agreement that this seeming duality in the final 
analysis dissolves into a single Unity as in St. John’s declaration (IJn. 5:7): “These 
Three are One” (Gen: 18:2).
In a subtle way, light and internal space have often being used synonymously, perhaps 
because both these elements have an embedded spirituality (as does darkness too) and 
are often experienced in profound moments, moments that we may come to regard as 
sacred because we have been touched by awe or wonder or by ‘the other’, something 
that is extra-ordinary within the continuous stream of experiences we have. As Jencks 
(in AKAA, 1995:112-115) says, there is something very transcendent about such 
‘handling’. In short, we ‘discover the unity of the universe, a counterpart to the
©Naznin Hirji 2007 303
necessary heterogeneity of societies’. Rumi (13* century) talked about this when he 
talked about Unity at all levels. However, it is one of the most difficult concepts to 
grasp if not seen within the context of the continuous flow of time, not time as we 
know it in the physical world but time as in eternity. Bergson’s (1913) concept of 
durée (Chapter II) helps us to focus on this difficult concept and we understand that it 
is the quality of time that is important and not the quantity which becomes lost the 
moment it is past.
12.3 Spirituality and Architecture
Arkoun: (1995:16) cites below three examples, out of the ‘complex and different’ 
meanings given to the concept of spirituality, a concept that is used in contexts as 
diverse as religion, architecture, music, painting, literature, philosophy and ‘alchemy’. 
Jencks’s ‘built meaning’ is seen by Arkoun as expressing ‘at the level of art and 
architectural criticism, which is supposed to make explicit, in a rational, analytical 
discourse, the ‘harmonious proportions’ which might emerge in the form of a poem or 
a picture, music or built form (Chapter VI). Robert Venturi (1966:16) has said very 
succinctly “I am for richness of meaning rather than clarity of meaning; for the 
implicit function as well as the explicit function ... A valid architecture evokes many 
levels of meanings and combinations of focus: its space and its elements become 
readable and workable in several ways at once” which is collaborated by Heinrich 
Klotz (1988:3): “Whether architects like it or not, a building acts as a vehicle of 
meaning even if it is supposed to be meaningless.” Zaha Hadid’s most recent design 
of Maggie’s Centre in Ireland, a building that ‘understands’ the suffering of the cancer 
patients it caters for, is a fine example of the “richness of meaning” in the 
seamlessness it expresses, effortlessly combining interior and exterior spaces. This is 
corroborated by a group of youth whom I interviewed as a matter of opportunistic 
sampling in Taba, Egypt:
A: “Understanding art and architecture makes you a wise man. It teaches you to
think and to plan.”
B: “Architecture is part of our lives and it explains much of life to us if we are ....
want to listen .... maybe if it can talk .... we can learn much.”
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C: “I want to leam from Cairo, from its history .... I like to feel the history .... I wish 
I had time because I think the buildings in Cairo can teach me to think ....also to 
manage difficult time.”
D: “I want to work very hard, make money, but I also know art is necessary to life
.... And I am very ...... I know architecture can teach me much, so I want to
remember always not to forget the message you know ”
This harmony of proportions that Arkoun (1995) talks about is something that is a 
standard aim of certainly all purpose-built Ismaili Centres but is also evident in most 
historical Islamic architecture and even in the simple Muslim house in Damascus 
(Syria), Badakshan (Tajikistan) and Hunza (Northern Pakistan), amongst others. This 
is because there is an attempt to create a unity between the person, the space and the 
building so there is an integrated ‘feel’ to the environment within the building. A 
clear example of this is The Aga Khan University in Karachi for which 
Noormohamed was the site architect and the gardens of which were designed by the 
same landscape architects, Sasaki Associates, who also designed the Roof Garden at 
The Ismaili Centre, London. As Schmertz says in the Architectural Record (AR, May 
1987) “it was determined from the beginning that the complex should be an 
architecture of continuous interior spaces surrounding the observer rather than an 
“object building” standing aloof and apart from him [sic].” Did his work in this and 
other such buildings influence Noormohamed’s design for the Calgary Jamat Khanal 
Together with architects, Payette Associates and design consultant Khadem, who 
were challenged by the Aga Khan to produce a university hospital that was 
“indigenous, rooted in a traditional vernacular and high-tech”, site architect 
Noormohamed added his vision to this site. It was the intention to provide empathetic 
and ongoing architectural experiences for users as they moved through the various 
levels and portals that brought about what Khadem (AR, May 1987) called the need to 
“focus the intrinsic architectural characteristics of the complex and express the 
geometry of the design and the structural concepts of the building more eloquently”.
According to Khadem (AR, May 1987), unlike the need to tell a story such as is 
depicted by Christian frescoes on building surfaces, Islamic architecture is more 
concerned with ‘symbolic, theological and cultural meaning’ whether through
©Naznin Hirji 2007 305
painting, calligraphy or the arabesque. He corroborates what we said earlier: 
“depending on the degree of sophistication of the observer, he can discover in such 
imagery and calligraphic designs many layers of history, cultural and religious 
concepts.” Nasr (1987:18) captures this succintly: “Calligraphy is the geometry of 
the Spirit.” Perhaps we see here some of the influences that gave rise to or coloured 
Noormohamed’s designs for the Jamat Khanas he built and also the Aga Khan 
Academy he designed in Mombasa, Kenya. During the interview, he talked about the 
latter project and explained the concept behind the design:
The Aga Khan Academy built in Mombasa, Kenya, was built along the lines of a 
unique concept in terms of school design, the first of its kind globally, and it was 
designed to specific briefing from the Aga Khan as to the essentials of unity in design, 
a continuity of education that was seamless in its transitions between levels and 
incorporated concepts that would encourage open, enquiring minds. Noormohamed 
translated that vision into the following:
Picture a “small village; dhows dock at a port to bring children to the school; 
there is a promenade into the school, like in a small town; international 
interface; bazaars in the courtyard square; village layout -  school like a town; 
international school spaced like a bazaar which has a Principal’s area for 
Administration which leads on along streets -  instead of corridors -  to open, 
fresh, energetic environments instead of stuffy classrooms.
This unique design took away the trauma of a child moving from a lower to a higher 
level within his or her educational life -  a quiet friendly, ‘no-walls building’ for 
conversations, streets instead of corridors, allowing the child’s potential to evolve 
more fully and openly, enabling a drawing upon the inner self as it is given space to 
breathe. This was to become a “permanent space as well as a temporary space, yet 
even the latter can be made conducive, appropriate and ready for use so as to 
accommodate a continuous search (as in a museum or an exhibition, or a classroom at 
school)”. It is not difficult to imagine how such a design idea could “enhance and 
enliven” a child’s experience of the surroimding enabling space, creating in the 
process a mind that is unafraid of pushing boundaries, of fusing horizons and looking 
to the future with energetic hope. According to Noormohamed, Islam is not of the 
past, it is of the present and the future -  it can be used in the most present fashion -
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using the best and the latest in technology. Once again, we see the influence of the 
architect’s faith upon his work, faith that is bom of inner conviction.
At the level of emotion, the artist expresses his feelings and projects them either into 
words or another form, a more ‘complex, abstract or speculative’ connotation. 
Arkoun (in AKAA, 1995:16) cites Le Corbusier (1923) as saying: “[Harmonious 
proportions] arouse deep, within us and beyond our sense, a resonance, a sort of 
sounding board which begins to vibrate. An indefinable trace of the Absolute which 
lies in the depth of our being. This sounding board which vibrates in us is our 
criterion of harmony. This is indeed the axis on which man is organised in perfect 
accord with nature and probably with the universe”. Nasr (1987) corroborates his 
view as a fusion of the inner and the outer in terms of a ‘sacred object or a sacred 
sound is an object or a sound which bears the imprint of the Eternal and the 
Immutable in that physical reality which comprises outwardly the object or the 
sound.’ Could this explain the Istanbul (Chapter 1) experience? The internal and the 
external are always linked, according to Nasr, and this finds resonance with the 
thesis’s position that the two are non-dichotomous although distinguishable.
We have discussed this in Chapter VI and we find a resonance here with what the 
architects say. Whilst these emotions are projected into the building and therefore 
become embodied, they are not always picked up by the observer, as even happens 
with Le Corbusier’s (1923) own buildings. But I echo the question: does this mean 
that he meant them any the less? Perhaps it is the lack of openness or attentiveness or 
even readiness of the recipient who experiences the building that causes the resonance 
to be lost? However, the artist’s expression of those feelings has been forever 
embedded in the building and just as many might not pick up on the resonance, 
equally, others will not only feel that vibration which will echo within their inner 
beings, but they may even advance in their experiences and perhaps touch Le 
Corbusier’s ‘trace of the Absolute which lies in the depth of our being’ and actually 
realise that they have had an extra-ordinary experience. We have seen this happen in 
the previous chapter with a number of the respondents.
The third level of spirituality that Arkoun (in AKAA, 1995:16) cites is that of 
religious discourse which he defines as “the source of spiritual experience projected
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on to the ‘revealed word of God’”. This in itself could be the subject of a thesis but 
this context is not the precise or overt focus of the present thesis. However, religious 
discourse is certainly part of the process of learning the sacred, and this thesis arguing 
as it does, for the sacred as a neglected form of experiential learning, also therefore 
argues for religious discourse to be part of that learning.
Whilst Arkoun talks of spirituality in architecture, which concept may sometimes be 
used to simply express a state or a condition of the moment, the experience of the 
sacred has a deeper resonance and although on many occasions, the two terms are 
used interchangeably, there are instances when one can discern the depth of that 
resonance within the self in terms of experience of the sacred. And therefore it is 
important to recognise the spiritual, the sacred and the transcendent as essential and 
significant values also within the social, cultural and historical contexts as has been 
shown by the respondents’ experiences. Arkoun asks for a clear distinction to be 
made between this context and that of the theological and metaphysical context for 
reasons that are not difficult to understand, and which contexts we distinguish in the 
thesis but see as non-dichotomous. These distinctions must not be used to create 
boundaries in principle or essence, but to give each value its due attention and regard. 
This thesis also sees a seamless connection as these substantive values are as much a 
part of those social and cultural constructs as of the religious and metaphysical, if one 
was to remove the boundaries and regard life as a continuous unfolding with each part 
impacting and influencing the other And if one was to hold Luckmann’s (1966) 
premise of the transcendence of the biological nature of the human being giving rise 
to a religious phenomenon, then the fudging of these boundaries becomes an 
important part of the seamlessness -  without loss of independent meanings or critical 
review.
This of course brings up again, the meanings and connotations given to the concept of 
the sacred and perhaps it would be useful to revisit it here. Over the centuries, 
whether a church, temple, synagogue, mosque or jamat khana, believers have 
regarded these particular enclosed spaces as sacred because they are the context 
within which they make connection with the divine presence and where they feel their 
actions must be exemplary, where they supplicate and pray. We saw respondent L 
make this point too. This is the acknowledged and traditional meaning and
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connotation given to the term sacred generally. However, this thesis posits that there 
is a much wider meaning to this concept and in fact, many layers of meaning which 
form part and parcel of our everyday experiences but which escape our attention.
This is also part of the psychological connection a believer makes with a place of 
worship that includes emotion, memory, congregation and individual space within 
which personal search is conducted, as has been amply demonstrated by respondents 
H and K, amongst others. This use of ‘sacred space’ has perhaps been seen more 
simplistically in the past but is gaining more attention and is in fact, a key 
consideration in the designing and building of jamat khanas, and presumably other 
religious buildings too. As has been the approach of this thesis from the start, 
experience of the sacred has been seen as taking place much more often than is 
recognised or acknowledged and this may be due to the inattentiveness of the 
experiencer, to lack of understanding of what is taking place (as happened to the six- 
year-old even though a ‘sense of place’ or ‘the other’ might grip the person), or a 
complete lack of awareness that any dynamic is even present although there has been 
a moment of disjuncture which signifies an experience and learning taking place.
Perhaps the semiological system which Arkoun (cf AKAA, 1995) and others believe 
has deteriorated through the ‘altered role and loss of meaning of the phenomenon of 
religion’, needs re-organising to reflect changes in society. Be that as it may, the 
rational aspect of the sacred has been present in Christian, Judaic and Islamic societies 
since the early years. According to Arkoun, the courtyard and the early mosque form 
was not built in a pre-ordained sacred style, rather, the functions it fulfilled for 
believers caused it to be sanctified and assume its sacred quality. The theological and 
metaphysical definition of the sacred, however, is linked to the revealed word of God 
and the interpretations of its meaning. “Such a concept does not of course preclude 
aesthetic and architectural creativity in the design of a building, for such creativity is 
in the domain of the architect and thus remains quite separate from the idea of 
metamorphism of the sacred” (Frishman & Khan, 1994:268-272; AKAA, 1995).
Hillenbrand (1985:33) finds it “gratifyingly simple” to respond to the allure of the 
mosque [for the researcher, this applies also to the jamat khana] -  he sees it as “the 
Islamic building par excellence, and as such the key to Islamic architecture ... which
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offered a natural expression of that society”. Its variety of forms and uses and its 
endless ability to renew itself through its users’ interpretations enables the recognition 
of its “immanent characteristics” which include its interaction, its purpose, the role of 
decoration and the aesthetic. As the poet Awhadi Kirmani (Nasr, 1987:165) puts it:
I gaze upon the form (surat) with my physical eye because
There is inform the trace of the Spirit (ma’na)
12.4 Conclusion: Is it Intuition, Imagination or Inspiration?
We have, to an extent, understood what Le Corbusier meant when he wrote in his 
Vers une architecture (1923) that when work is in alignment with the laws of nature, 
that is when architecture becomes capable of producing emotion with us whilst we 
find greater resonance with Arkoun ‘s(1994:268-272) question of whether the design 
of a particular building expresses a new symbolic language about the expression of 
‘religious spirituality’ through architecture today and which we continue to carry 
forward to the following chapter in order to gain further insight from Noormohamed, 
the architect who designed the Calgary Jamat Khana. And if we find that his design 
does express a (new) symbolic language about religious spirituality, then what 
elements would one highlight? The tension that Correa (1994:15-16) talks about that 
exists between adornment and the rest of the room being responsible for the “change 
in the dynamics of the space” is more clearly understood in terms of Gadamer’s 
concepts of revealment and concealment and how that impacts upon the user in terms 
of inner responses including a sense of ‘presence’ of the sacred. And Monreal (in 
AKAA, 1995:112-115) question of whether viewing the building and the spaces 
together brings about a different experience becomes more significant seen through 
the experiences of the respondents two of whom had similar experiences of the sacred 
but in different spaces of the building: the Prayer Hall and the Library -  same setting 
but different interior spaces.
Noormohamed appears to have incorporated several of the above elements within the 
Calgary Jamat Khana. We see that the sacred is a happening that connects to a deep 
dimension of the being, that part of the self associated with or known as the soul 
(Hirji, 2006, Appendix VI). In Chapter VII we asked about the experience of the
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sacred: is it intuition, inspiration, imagination, a form of Levinas’s “revelation” (as a 
further unfolding of meaning) or all of them intertwined? We get an almost direct 
answer from the architect: “It is intuition - it is a meditation”. It is time to examine 
Noormohamed’s design of the Calgary Jamat Khana and, besides the concepts 
discussed in this chapter, explore the factors that influenced him and provided a 
guiding philosophy for his work.
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13 Chapter XIII The Architect’s Vision and Design of the Calgary 
Jamat Khana
We can now ask our second key question: what is the architect thinkingl We 
question, therefore, what was the architect trying to do? Was he designing the 
building in line with the theology or was he designing the building in order to evoke 
the experience? Or was he trying the re-create the experience? Is the inference, 
therefore, that the experience is from the secondary to the primary or is it vice versa? 
We re-visit this in the final chapter after examining the architect’s intention, and the 
elements that influence his design of the building, in this chapter. We look at the 
factors that have influenced his thinking and examine his own interpretation of the 
design of this particular building in Calgary.
13.1 The Architect’s Interpretation of his Design Process
When I interviewed Noormohamed for the research, I was struck by the clear and 
unequivocal acceptance he seemed to have of the force that he believes has guided his 
work -  his faith. His belief in the spiritual values of his faith seem to impact the most 
strongly on his work when he is involved in the design of a Jamat Khana. In our 
discussion during the interview, which he very kindly agreed to at very short notice 
(Appendix VIII), he made several very significant points, one of the most important 
of which is the one made above: that in the designing of the building, there is one 
factor that plays a central role in the exercise, and that is ‘intuition’ which he sees in 
terms of ‘meditation’. This does not happen in a trickle fashion. There is an amazing 
attentiveness and specificity to the whole experience which is internal -  the 
experience of this knowing and understanding takes place at an inner level. 
Noormohamed shares this experience:
It works as a result of intuition -  source is Allah (God), underpins the work.
Allah is the designer, every design will impact other than oneself -  buildings will
outlive the architect.
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Noormohamed brings his faith to his work -  he expresses it through his work which is 
also directed by it. He is not, however, dogmatic or rigid about it. There seems an 
easy flow to his work in terms of holy buildings and yet his belief is more to do with 
the integral and the universal values of the good, ethics and sense of community, all 
activated for him through his faith, yet still, not confined by the doctrines of the faith 
-  something that respondents B and G, quite independently, seemed to respond to as 
the main element present for them in the Jamat Khana. We see that for the architect, 
intuition is manifested in a number of different ways. We saw him define intuition as 
‘meditation’, then again he sees it as sourced ‘from Allah’ and yet again as being ‘one 
with God’. He sees intuition as almost the dictator of his being, the inquiring self in 
which it is “the intuition, not self, not God, that wants to know more”. There is a 
clear articulation here about the self, or the soul as espoused by the thesis and 
respondents in this context, undergoing a personal search. In my faith community, I 
grew up to understand personal search as spiritual search, not religious but spiritual. 
And I understand that it is in this context that Noormohamed says “The design 
becomes almost like a meditation, special and appropriate”. And then he makes a 
very important point:
It is sacred -  you want to celebrate that relationship
Noormohamed has made three very important points in a single, short sentence: He 
has categorically defined the design process as ‘sacred; he understands it as a 
‘relationship’ between himself and that process; and thirdly, he sees it as an event to 
‘celebrate’ therefore one imbued with the Good, something positive. We see 
therefore, that his definition of sacred includes intuition, meditation, oneness with 
God, ethical and moral principles (the Good), ‘special and appropriate’ -  and another 
very significant attribute -  humility:
It is a humbling experience, it is an intense experience
13.2 The Sacred as Intuitive Knowledge
This appears to have brought the definition of the sacred full circle: the sacred as 
understood through my own experiences of the ineffable which includes James’s
©Naznin Hirji 2007 313
(1902:467) definition of prayer: ‘the general name for that attitude of open and emest 
expectancy ... the first principle that is ‘that grace flows in from the infinite spiritual 
world’ and that we have to be open to it so as to draw it in. I would add to that to say 
that this experience o f  grace which is the experience o f  sacredness, is latent, 
transformative learning and is learning the sacred  (Chapter VI). It is what is induced 
in one and resides in our inner beings as latent learning which guides our life-worlds. 
Noormohamed provides a good example of this which reflects this concept that 
includes intuitive knowledge: He says he “‘saw’ the whole pattern and design and 
sketched it as it came to him ... “Intuition will guide you with every aspect of the 
design”. The whole design of the buildings ‘came’ to him almost as a drawing that 
was sketched on a blank canvas (his mind) and he faithfully reproduced it. That was 
intuitive knowledge. He also describes how the experience actually felt to him -  
‘intense’. Again, we come across this concept of humility which was also brought up 
by respondents, C, E and K and which each identified with the ineffable.
This kind of intuition also occurs in the composition of music. In a tribute to the great 
Indian composer, Naushad Ali, (d. 5* May 2006), Mayank Chayya, a Chicago-based 
journalist, quotes him from an interview given in the mid-1980s as saying:
Mein mosiki ko pehle ek puri tasvir mein tabdil kar dehta hun 
Aur phir compose karta hun {B}
I first turn music into a complete picture and then compose it
This is an example of visualisation on another level, yet there is the same interplay, 
the same intuitive process involved here although it is described differently, more in 
the first person. However, that is simply a cultural manner of utterance. 
Noormohamed also describes the disturbing element of such an experience where you 
receive intuitive knowledge. At the same time as he was designing the Jamat Khana, 
he was also designing his own house: “it was a struggle; you felt it was okay doing it 
yourself -  a very different experience from designing and working on the JKs”. The 
meditational and intuitive grace-laden process came effortlessly when applied to the 
design of a holy building because his whole presence to the process invited that to 
take place, and: “there is a need to be open and humble and let the intuition be the
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guiding force and ... resolving items with logic .... there is a struggle”. This is the 
interruption of long-held notions and beliefs that the respondents felt in their 
experiences of the building where they were jolted out of their usual comfortable 
frames of mind and suddenly found themselves in the middle of an extraordinary 
experience. These experiences were disturbing on many occasions, making them 
fearful at times and there is a struggle within the self to comprehend but also to make 
choices -  to allow the experience free rein or to suppress it, to have leamt the lessons 
of sacrifice and humility (respondents D and E, Chapter IX) but yet the constant 
everyday struggle to consciously incorporate the lesson as a ‘being-in-the-world-with- 
oneself (Hirji, 2004) as well as a ‘being-in-the-world-with-others’ (Jarvis, 1992).
He explained that he had a conviction (an inner, intuitive knowledge) of winning the 
tenders for which he had submitted the designs for the four Ismaili JKs, although he 
has designed at least nine of the Jamat Khanas in Canada and America, including the 
ones in Calgary, Toronto, Vancouver, Seattle and Atlanta. He says that one needs to 
be:
.. .one with God. It was an intuitive process, not confined by Islam -  depth of oneself
We see here that his designs are guided by his inner self which is beyond religion, 
beyond culture, beyond language, beyond imaginings, in the realm of the unknown. 
And yet he is able to produce his designs, he has his vision which he attempts to 
portray through the architectural space of the buildings. Does he succeed? The 
respondents think he does and their experiences prove that he does. But how does he 
achieve this? He says:
The experience that a human being has, is an integral part of the design; when that
person feels good, it is because of Allah [God], not who we are; if it is built with that
awareness, more is given to the occupier.
And so he does not see the building as an end in itself -  he sees the user at the end of 
it and takes into consideration that interaction between the building and the user, the 
experiences that may or may not happen because of his design. And therefore he sees 
this as his responsibility:
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Feeling good is related to a positive attitude and that is also something an architect 
strives to incorporate into a building for its occupiers.
13.3 The Architect: Does he Design to Facilitate or to Re-create the Experience?
This is not confined to personal or prayer houses for Muslims, equally he sees this as 
an important criterion for every house he designs: “human being is comfortable ... the 
human experience crosses all religious boundaries; experience is precious to you 
because of your relationship to Allah [speaking as a Muslim] ... to God universally”. 
This is reflected in the design of the Calgary Jamat Khana. Also, according to 
Noormohamed, “the pursuit of geometry, enclosure, and symmetry, have generated a 
unique vocabulary for the Calgary Ismaili Jamat Khana and Centre. Its architectural 
principles are rooted in the traditions of Islamic architecture and at the same time co­
exist with the requirements of modern day society.” One of the major themes in the 
design of the building was the concept of ‘layering’ which is a very Islamic way of 
building:
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
The first layer was designated for the parking of cars which is obviously a functional 
aspect of the building and self-explanatory. The second layer was the design of the
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courtyard which is one of the most important elements of the Muslim prayer-house, 
(also Appendix V (a) Courtyard, Calgary JK). According to Hillenbrand (1985) the 
mosque developed its form from the example of the Prophet’s house in Medina which 
a century after its creation was demolished and the first mosque built in its place, 
following the format of the original house, particularly in the prominence of the 
immense, empty courtyard which meant that empty vastness of space became 
ingrained into the mosque design from the outset. Likewise, the concept of the empty 
space, the water fountain and the idea of the courtyard are incorporated into the 
designs of the Jamat Khana in a way that makes a quiet statement about the 
community. The outer facades of all Jamat Khanas blend in with the surrounding 
buildings and spaces in a harmonious manner whilst using aesthetically pleasing, 
appropriate as well as contemporary design. (Appendix V(a) Principal Façade, 
Calgary Jamat Khana) Another beautiful example is that of the Ismaili Centre in 
London, UK.
The symbol of water was often used by Khusraw (cf Hunsberger, 2000) as a 
metaphor: besides that of the jewel in the mine, his other key metaphor was that of 
the pearl hidden in the ocean, both of which he used as vehicles to convey his 
philosophy of the esoteric and the exoteric, between which although there is a 
distinction, there is no dichotomy. The water fountains are a key feature in the Jamat 
Khanas. Water is of great significance in all the revealed faiths as well as in others 
and plays an immensely significant role in the understanding of the different forms 
that the essence can take and yet remain the same. In mosques, it is used for ablutions 
in terms of cleanliness and respect in the presence of the Divine or the Holy; in Jamat 
Khanas, for example in The Ismaili Centre in London where the Roof Garden is a feat 
of construction and engineering by the Japanese company of Sasaki Associates, the 
water fountain has a main source and four ripple fountains leading off from it, 
signifying the Divine source and Creation which in the end returns to its origin. In the 
front foyer of the London Ismaili Centre (see below), the pattern of the fountain is 
reflected on the ceiling and mirrored back onto the ground in the fountain and its 
surrounding area; and also, very effectively, water is also seen to act as a reflector of 
the heavens and godly attributes.
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Water Fountain at The Ismaili Centre, London, UK
In the same way, ‘empty’ space is portrayed in the prayer hall in mosques and jam at 
khanas and we see later in this chapter the prayer hall of the Calgary Jamat Khana, 
where the ‘space’ of prayer, as discussed earlier, forms around one and opens up the 
possibility of the ineffable experience. This is felt through the openness and vastness 
of the prayer hall and the palpable sense of still space. We have talked of these spaces 
where we feel touched by a ‘something other’, a ‘presence’ and where space, colours 
and light all combine to create a sense of expansion that goes beyond language.
Roman Ingarden (1989), like Bruno Zevi, also sees architecture as taking part in the 
practical and the sublime, catering to the human longing for beauty and aesthetic 
bliss. As Ingarden says, just as architecture can be seen only from one side at a time 
but also as a whole from the outside, it can also be seen in its several interior spaces 
as well as its totality, when its interior is a homogenous space that comprehends its 
totality corroborating Zevi’s (1974:32) view that architecture’s “interior space, the 
space which [both] surrounds and includes us” is the only form of art which a person 
‘enters and apprehends by moving about within it’. He goes on to talk about what 
Gadamer referred to as ‘architecture’s encompassing role’ as “architecture is not art
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alone, it is not merely a reflection of conceptions of life or a portrait of systems of 
living. Architecture is environment, “the stage on which our lives unfold” (Zevi, 
1974:32). This is what happened for the six year old who began this journey in search 
of meaning of the mysterious. As Jones says, there is an unquestionably moving 
experience in architecture that goes beyond the usual dimensions of perspective and 
includes a ‘fourth dimension’, that of time. This ‘fourth dimension’ can be simply 
and succinctly understood through the words of Khusraw, the poet/philosopher:
The world is a deep ocean 
Its water is time.
Your body is like a shell,
Your soul the pearl.
If you wish to have the value of a pearl.
Raise up the pearl of your soul with learning.
The third layer is the ‘shoe area’ where believers remove their shoes before entering 
the Prayer Hall. Again, this has a multi-dimensional significance in that first and 
foremost, this act immediately designates the Prayer Hall as a ‘special’ place that is 
differentiated from the rest of its surroimding space -  there is a respect and reverence 
accorded it which one responds to by divesting oneself of ones shoes, thereby leaving 
behind any outer dirt. Also, when one formally enters into the presence of the 
Creator, as in the case of entering His house symbolically, one does so knowing that 
that space is sacred and inviolable. This is supported by the Qur’an, (2:125; 22:26) 
through which it is understood that the place where prayer is performed must be kept 
clean. This is supported by the Bible (RSV: Exodus 3.5): "Do not come near; put off 
your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground." 
There is also the point made by Hillenbrand that there is a clear demarcation of space 
made by the believer in terms of stepping from the secular world into a spiritual 
world, similar to that which is made by an individual in a domestic context when 
making the transition from the public world into a private one. The act of removing 
ones’ shoes is also symbolic of this.
Douglas (1966:2/9) may offer another view: “sacred rules are thus merely rules 
hedging divinity off and uncleanness is the two-way danger of contact with divinity’. 
What is clean to one thing may be unclean in relation to another, for example: a wife 
eating from her husband’s leaf after he has finished; a holy woman’s feet being bathed
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and put into a special silver vessel and drunk by followers’ (a ceremony known as 
‘tirtha’ in India); cows, water and cow-dung (this is intrinsically impure and can cause 
defilement, it is impure for the gods and will defile them but it is pure, relative to a 
mortal). She says, “It is not dirt per se that we find disturbing or annoying, it is what 
is represents for us -  it is a symbol, a symbol of disorder in our lives which we try and 
re-organise ... we are dealing with symbolic language capable of very fine degrees of 
differentiation”. More relevant here in terms of the removal of shoes, however, is the 
respect that is accorded the space that we are about to enter, the preparation for it and 
what that space may hold for us, as we say above within context of the Jamat Khana.
In these spaces we encounter the main layer which is the Loggia: the foyer. Social 
Hall, and the Prayer Hall. The colours are neutral and warm and inviting, giving off a 
sense of peace and rest. Both the interior and the exterior colours reflect serenity and 
peace which effect is enhanced by the symmetry and geometric order in the building 
design. This is immediately apparent in the mirror images seen in the Prayer Hall, 
especially the effect of the light through the windows and the dome-shaped skylight 
which uniquely, could be inteipreted as playing the silent role of the muezzin to call 
the community to prayer as well as a constant visual reminder, as instead of the voice, 
it does so through light which can be seen for miles around, situated as the JK is, on a 
hillside.
Light in the role o f the muezzin, the call to prayer, in the form of the skylight, Calgary Jamat Khana
For respondent Y this play of light and shade through the window feature at different 
times of the day, the combination of natural and artificial light, had a profound effect
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and led to an extra-ordinary moment. For others also, the light played a key part in 
experiencing the building.
Window feature, a combination of artificial and natural light
The Prayer Hall, according to Noormohamed, is “characterised by its stepped 
octagonal ceiling line terminating in a skylight. The shadows of the lattice in the 
skylight are cast on the side walls and are a reminder of the esoteric and exoteric 
nature of life.”
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Use of repetitive, geometric patterns, lattice work and mirror images
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It invites individual interpretation -  something that the architect wanted to allow 
space for -  and reflects the faith’s encouragement of personal search. As the then 
Premier Ralph Klein said (Heyman, 4 January 1997, Calgary Herald): “To see the 
prayer room, to feel the serenity is something to behold. It actually comes over you”. 
For Noormohamed two key themes informed his design of the building above all else, 
that of zahir and batin, that is the hidden and the visible or the spiritual and the 
material. This is precisely the point made earlier about the esoteric and the exoteric, 
the din and the duniya, that is the internal and the external, as propounded by the 
poet/philosopher, Nasir Khusraw in the 10* century, and the Aga Khan IV over the 
last half century: We are reminded here of Gadamer’s notion of ‘revealment and 
concealment’ in architecture and see yet again the deep connection between 
architecture and the sacred.
The second important guiding principle for Noormohamed was the belief that ‘God is 
Great’ which when unpacked is a much more complex interpretation than may seem 
at first. It includes the utter humility and creaturehood of the human being and the 
compassion, mercy, justice and endlessness of the Absolute. This has guided his 
designs, consciously or sub-consciously, and, whilst we have talked of the manner of 
‘layering’ of the building and briefly discussed those layers above, we revisit key 
areas to better understand the above concepts of the inner and outer through 
Noormohamed’s explanation as well as the influences on his thinking and design.
The building is multi-faceted and a number of different activities are held there. 
Whilst it is primarily a place of congregation, it is also a meeting place for like- 
minded communities, educational events and lectures and conventions. The 
Stampede Breakfast Fest, which plays host to more than 5000 people annually has 
become a wonderful tradition of bridge-building with the local community including 
representatives from other faiths. More than 1000 people attend the annual Open 
House programme which includes a tour of the building. Noormohamed says, “The 
building is a fusion of timeless aesthetic principles, of a functional facility, and an 
environment to sustain the sacred purpose to which it is dedicated, with a hope that it 
will serve as a bridge toward better understanding of Islam in the West.”
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The ethos of the community’s spiritual values is expressed through the aesthetics of 
the building, through the Islamic use of geometric patterns, through the use of water 
as a symbol of life and purity, through the practical use of modem technology that 
shares space with the rich cultural heritage of the past in its use of calligraphy and the 
choice of lamps. Many examples of the harmonizing use of the past and the practical 
use of today's materials show understanding of constmction which dictates the end 
result of the building. It also shows its acceptability as well as its 'ability' to reflect 
the values and activities of its users besides acting as a catalyst in re-organising 
existing notions and experiences of the sacred within the discerning user in terms of 
experiencing the building, by becoming a part of it.
The West has seen architecture as a nonessential asset that is not necessary to 
‘symbolise its state of being’ (ed. Davidson, 1995:11) whereas the Muslim world is 
more aware of the role that architecture can play, whether positive or negative, in the 
process of striking up an identity in a modem world. Architecture plays the role of a 
‘social constmct, a critical symbolising discourse that both affirms and transcends’ 
(Davidson, 1995:11) and is relevant to all societies in the way that it addresses the 
human condition. ‘Architecture must go beyond architecture’ to address the modem 
challenges of society and to bring in a fresher, more relevant perspective that does not 
stop short at Vitmvius’s ‘norms’ -  although he does highlight the multiple levels at 
which an architect must be present in his vision and his design -  or the formalism of 
the West. It must allow for individual expression but remain within the whole, 
maintain the gestalten ethos, work to retain that ‘spirit in the heart’ that Otto (1923) 
talks about and the ‘spirit of place’ advocated by Norberg-Schulz (1965). That is what 
tums a building into architecture and an art form -  ‘art enters in’ said Corbusier 
(1923) -  and vemacular decoration shows its ability to capture the spirit of place that 
indiscriminate building destroys.
The outer design of the building [see below] with its eight peaks portrays a telling 
concept, that of dialogue with nature: the mountains [Rocky Mountains]. The building 
“rises out of the hillside from a landscaped perimeter and courtyards adjacent to the 
building, the impact against the backdrop of mountains is ethereal at both ends of the 
day and striking in the daytime The massing of the building with peaks and the
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stepped octagonal roof-line of the prayer hall (see below) create a majestic statement 
on the skyline when viewed from the highway”, says Noormohamed.
REAR ELEVATION
It automatically draws, not just the eye but the heart when passing it on the highway 
below and just for a moment, one is overtaken by a sense of a special moment and a 
sense of inwardness. The concept of lower to higher (being), in the state of becoming 
‘better’, that is, on a higher plane, can be quite palpable and imbues one with the 
feeling that one is more than one was -  a sense of ‘seeing’ oneself a little better, [see 
Appendix V(a) for artist’s rendering of this Principal Façade]
H
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As we move from the car park and into the courtyard, there is an overwhelming sense 
of peace, and at the same time there is a frisson of excitement -  as happens when 
there is anticipation of seeing something we know is going to be beautiful, “the brick 
building, the granite-clad portal entrance and the rhythm of the towers are dramatic”. 
My personal memory of crossing the courtyard to open the main doors and entering 
the foyer is that of a thrill of inner excitement, of wanting to look beyond, and looking 
forward to the experience of the building. Stepping into the foyer is to feel a lift of 
the spirit. (Appendix V(b) for artist’s rendering of the Front Foyer, Calgary Jamat 
Khana).
There is an immense sense of safety within the building and a sudden shedding of 
inner barriers that brings a smile to the face and looking around, one often sees the 
same impact on others. From here, we move on into the Social Hall where the 
alcoves invite contemplation and dialogue, a space for communication and personal 
space. These quiet areas also provide space for seniors to arrive early and to spend a 
few minutes communicating, talking or just sitting quietly together. For some, this 
may be the only opportunity to meet others and to know that they can do this on an 
everyday basis and pray together or individually in a building that is so 
accommodating, means that they retain a sense of equanimity, of balance and their 
centre remains grounded. So, to answer Jencks’s question, yes, the building is 
accommodating, for several reasons.
The pattern of three grouped diamonds on the ceiling in the Social Hall is reflected in 
the carpet. The lamps are a feature in themselves, both here and in the Prayer Hall, 
and significant in the experience of the building, representing as they do, the concept 
of light and shade, once again bringing to mind Gadamer’s (1976) concept of 
revealment and concealment as well as Khusraw’s concept of the hidden and the 
manifest which is contextualised within one of the key concepts of my faith 
community, that of zahir and batin, a concept that is embodied by many aspects of the 
building. This concept of the hidden and the revealed is portrayed par excellence in 
the symbolic language of Islamic architecture (Hirji, 2006). Light plays a major part 
in Islamic, and particularly, Ismaili buildings where there is light and shade even in 
artificial light (concept of light and shade); a balance between the material and the 
spiritual.
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Window; geometric pattern Domeilnterplay o f patterns
Moving on from there into the Prayer Hall is a definitive experiential moment. The 
walk into that space is a preparation in itself and I recall my excitement settling into a 
quiet centre of stillness by the time I sit down. The beauty of the hall is reflected in 
every little particle of that space. It is an open space, the only break in the space 
being the space that is forming around each believer and each prayer. The eye is 
drawn immediately to the concentric octagonal shapes in the ceiling, illuminated by 
discreet lighting.
The Prayer Hall, Calgary Jamat Khana
Windows in the prayer hall highlight the beauty of the feature which, in the daytime, 
is reflected on the carpet, and at night, is a link between the inner and the outer
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worlds, creating a fusion that is natural and right. The vast hall of the Prayer Hall in 
the Jamat Khana is a reflection of the vastness in the centre of the being as well as its 
stillness, and in the mosque generally, this is also centred in the mihrab where the 
resonance of the Word of God is situated in full and from where it is spread into the 
rest of the space surrounding it.
In the design of prayer halls, Noormohamed describes the square as symbolising 
perfection. He gives the example of one of the other Jamat Khanas he has designed - 
the Lions Gate Jamat Khana in Vancouver. He describes the Social Hall as 
comprising four squares and domes -  a reminder of the multiplicity of traditions 
within the unity of the faith, e.g., Ismailis around the world comprising a diversity 
within which is embedded the plurality that is made up of different cultural 
interpretations but with a common understanding of the Imamat [the concept of the 
living, direct descendent of the Prophet Muhammad who is the spiritual leader of the 
Ismaili Muslims]. The four squares convey a symbolic message: the outermost 
fourth square symbolises World Ismailis; the third symbolises the Canadian Ismailis, 
the second the Vancouver Ismailis and the first and innermost square the Individual 
Ismaili -  the essence, in other words the individual being where the personal search 
takes place. This idea of the inner within the inner is also portrayed in the Calgary 
Jamat Khana in the form of a stepped octagonal ceiling. The beauty of Islamic 
architecture resides in the fact that the artist’s own personal intentions are not 
portrayed -  his interpretation of his faith may be included but the message is broad 
and from the primary source. The interpretation is solely the believer’s or the 
observer’s although there is a rationale and a purpose to each building. We see below 
Burckhardt portraying a similar concept using concentric circles to portray his 
hierarchical structure of the Intellect or the Spirit, the Soul, the Nature and the Body.
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Sensory Perception
Common Sense
fmagi native Power
Reason
Intellect
The Intellect or the Spirit
The Soul
The Nature
The Body
Burckhardt, T. (2003:80-81) The Essential Titus Burckhardt: Reflections on Sacred Art, Faiths, and 
Civilizations, Ed. William Stoddart, World Wisdom, Inc.
The Universal Intellect is perfection and is manifest in human beings in potential akin 
to a form of the DNA. It embraces them as part of the universe, therefore, it sees 
itself as well as is contained within itself, like the soul except that the Universal 
Intellect is all-encompassing -  that is the Absolute, and that is what is meant by the 
divine spark in each human being as a part of the Absolute. This is also what is meant 
by the human being as a reflection of the Absolute in potential, the human being as 
fashioned in the image of God. Burckhardt (2003) enables us to summarise this order 
through the metaphor of the circle -  concentric circles -  in his description of the 
hierarchy of the Intellect, Reason, Imaginative power. Common sense and Sensory 
perception in ascending order, with the Intellect at the innermost; also, the Intellect or 
the Spirit, The Soul, The Nature and The Body, with Body being at the innermost. In 
the former, the Intellect can be understood to be the essence, the centre of the being 
whilst in the latter it can be understood as being all-eneompassing.
Noormohamed appears to have had a very clear understanding of what he wanted his 
design to capture as well as to convey. The graduated wall of the Prayer Hall is 
reflected in the carpet design and is an example of the mirror effect. This concept has 
great significance within Islamic architecture and has been used in a number of Jamat 
Khanas and mosques globally. The concept is that of mirror images and besides 
carpets, the same concept has also been used between the ceiling and the water 
fountain in the front foyer as well as on the ceiling of the Prayer Hall in The Ismaili
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Centre, London. This reminds the believer that the human being is a reflection of 
God’s image and that there is the potential in the human being to reflect godly 
attributes and therefore the ‘mirror’ that is, the ‘heart’ must be kept polished (pure) 
and free of dust (unethical deeds, greed, etc). Only then can there be a true reflection 
of the divine ‘image’ which is symbolic of godly attributes.
There is a sense of being drawn to the higher yet inner, at different points in the 
building; centred around personal search. The intention is not necessarily to draw 
‘higher’ or in any particular direction (more in the sense of ‘loftier’), the intention is 
to create a still and expansive space within which to open the portals of the spirit and 
to reach beyond. This is the most important of all understandings within the faith -  
that of the personal search and the idea that the human being is given ownership of the 
search but not oi finding the light. That can only be given to one, one cannot take it. 
One never acquires the right to it, it is a gift. And herein lies the root, the core of the 
whole search -  that there has to be complete and utter humility in the being, an 
acceptance in the heart and in the soul of the total dependency on the Absolute and the 
need to remain close to that perfection whilst acknowledging simultaneously, one’s 
own utter insignificance and imperfections in comparison. Schleiermacher’s concept 
of ‘dependence’ (Otto: 1923:20-21) also comes into play here. Otto’s “createdness ... 
and ... creaturehood”. We will recall a number of respondents recounting moments 
of ineffable experiences that have remained with them as a sense of utter humility. 
The latticework and skylights, looking out as peaks reaching upwards create stunning 
effects of light and a sense of reaching out to the Absolute. Another very important 
feature within the building is the repetitive pattern, most often portrayed in Islamic 
architecture through the abstract pattern of the arabesque (Chapter V) and the vine in 
particular, as well as the geometric pattern most notably present in all Jamat Khanas.
This repetitiveness is a reflection of the endlessness of the Word of God, the Names 
of God. A remarkable example of this endlessness of the Word is portrayed in the 
honeycombed ceiling at the Ismaili Centre in London as we make our way to the 
Prayer Hall, reminding us of our destination and preparing us for the contemplation 
ahead. It induces in one a sense of continuity, of constant dhikr (prayer, 
contemplation), of being in touch with the divine. In a strange way, there is openness 
to this concept in all the spaces within the building, including those for prayer, social,
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conversation and education (library, classrooms). Indeed, one of the respondents, M, 
had an ineffable experience in the Library space of the Calgary Jamat Khana, from 
which she emerged with a sense of ‘peace and safety’.
There is also a connection with nature, something that is very important within the 
faith, nature and natural laws and orders as we saw earlier in the chapter. All the 
materials used in the building of the Calgary Jamat Khana, in fact most of the Jamat 
Khanas built in the last three decades especially, are of natural materials. Particular 
effort is also made to use locally found materials which encourage a sense of pride 
and ownership in the building by all involved. As we have seen, Islamic architecture 
makes maximum use of light and shade, which effect is used to awesome effect in 
The Alhambra, Granada, (see photograph below) not only in its impact on the spirit 
but also in terms of its hidden qualities of seen and unseen; the kinesthetic effect of 
water and air in the ‘play on the senses’ and its cooling effect on the skin (Aga Khan 
IV); as well as the properties of natural resources such as marble and clay which not 
only represent the inevitable (for Islam) connection with nature, but also reflect their 
inner processes.
The extra-ordinary play of light and shade (above) at The Alhambra, Granada, itself becomes a feature 
of its stunning architectural surroundings.
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Marble is put through fire to obtain its enduring and pure appearance just as the 
human being is expected to go through fire in terms of trials and tribulations in an 
effort to polish the mirror of their hearts so that in the end there is no ‘dust’ left, only 
the pure reflection of the divine spark in the human being to the Absolute. As 
Khusraw (12* century) has said.
But it doesn’t matter where we are.
Sometimes we’re in bad places;
But no-one values a ruby less for coming out of dirty soil 
And no-one criticises roses for coming out of manure.
So we all are like a ruby and like a rose.
We need to blossom and shine wherever we are.
These elemental principles have held true for Noormohamed and his inspiration came 
from the words of His Highness the Aga Khan to the Asia Society on September 25, 
1979 in New York, USA:
Islam does not deal in dichotomies but in all encompassing unity. Spirit and body are 
one, man and nature are one. What is more, man is answerable to God for what man 
has created. Many of our greatest architectural achievements were designed to reflect 
the promises of life hereafter, to represent in this world what we are told of the next. 
Since all that we see and do resonates on the faith, the aesthetics of the environment 
we build and the quality of the social interactions that take place within those 
environments, reverberate on our spiritual life. The physical structure of Islam is 
therefore an important concern for me, charged as I am with the leadership of a 
Muslim community.
For the community, the Jamat Khanas represent a cultural and spiritual symbol of 
identity and is a reminder of the ‘sense of scale in relation to the universe around us’ 
that informs our identity. The Aga Khan does not give a definition of Islamic 
architecture, which he says would be impossible to do as that would limit the very 
diversity of different times, climates and materials that it seeks to portray and to 
revive. Taking this as a departure point, what then is the strength of Islamic 
architecture and why is it considered an art par excellence almost universally when it 
comes to the built form?
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One of the key findings of architects employed to research past and existing Islamic 
architecture to inform the new design for the Aga Khan University Hospital in 
Pakistan in the 1970s included: firstly, the “serenity of form”. In Islamic design, this 
translates into “basic forms that are balanced and ruled by geometry” which convey 
“a sense of stability, tranquility and equilibrium. And with modesty goes serenity. 
There is a lack of domination and pride. The superiority of man-made structures over 
natural environment is a concept alien to Islamic belief’. Secondly, arising out of the 
“serenity of form”, our traditions need to be congruent with natural forces, according 
to the Aga Khan: “There is much Islamic spirit in the current effort in the West to 
respect and preserve ecological balance. As an example of this, Islamic builders have 
employed cooling systems in their houses for the last thousand years using only sun 
and wind for power. Such houses circulated cool air and produced chilled water and 
even ice”. Earlier in the thesis, we discussed this parallel unity with nature as we did 
the non-dichotomous unity of Islamic life in which there is no “division between body 
and spirit, between this world and the next” and which has been a powerful influence 
on Islamic architecture. “The desire to bring to this world some of the beauty of the 
hereafter acted as a constant barrier to the discordant or the haphazard in Islamic 
styles. The calligraphy which adorns so much of what we have built was a constant 
reminder of spiritual content through its common design, the endless expression of the 
name of God.” This corroborates the points we made earlier in the chapter as well as 
in Chapters VI and VII about the constant dhikr (remembrance) and the endless name 
of God through the honeycombed ceiling design of the Ismaili Centre in London and 
in the effect of light through the latticework in the Calgary Jamat Khana. This 
repetitiveness of pattern is also evident in the carpets and acts as a mirror image 
reflecting what is on the ceiling.
Thirdly, a style that expresses the faith community’s attitudes and beliefs became 
possible, for example, through the “framing of space”. We see this in the panels in 
the Prayer Hall in The Ismaili Centre in London where the names of God, the Prophet 
and his descendent, the first Imam, are spelt through the framed space which takes 
form also through light. The Aga Khan (Asia Society speech, 1979) adds “We define 
each area. There is always a definite delineation between privacy and community, 
light areas and areas in shadow, small spaces and large spaces, interiors and exteriors, 
each is framed and set apart by itself usually with formality. There is further
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formality, it might even be called solemnity, in the passageways that connect all of 
these differing spaces.” This is clearly evident in the Calgary Jamat Khana as one 
enters from one space into another and each space offers its own experience to the 
visitor. Air in these spaces is a vehicle, according to Nasr (1987), which transmits the 
Word of God and resonates within surrounding space. This was my personal 
experience in Istanbul around the Blue Mosque when the muezzin sounded the call to 
prayer and transfixed the air around him, so that the reverberations of the human 
sound in the air causes a tremor in the heart and the surrounding space harmonises 
into a perfect equilibrium. As the Aga Khan says (Asia Society speech, 1979):
There is also a strong kinesthetic experience in Islamic building. There is a play upon 
the physical senses - air currents touching the skin, the sound of moving water, the 
touch of varied surface textures, the richness of colour and the play of light and shade 
upon the vision, the scent of plants in the courtyards, are touches of the paradise to 
come” explains the Aga Khan showing a seamless interplay between the senses of the 
human being and the inner qualities of the elements of nature. How do we 
incorporate these elements into buildings so that they come alive?
The beginnings were already existent but what was needed was a new Islamic 
solution that made available a “new visual language” that included technical 
knowledge and cultural diversities as well as regional resources and “pride in the 
value and dignity of Islamic culture”. We have now, over the last three decades seen 
examples of this solution progressively through the Jamat Khanas and through the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture, set up in 1977 which has become the most coveted 
architectural award that celebrates creativity and harmony. One of the most important 
requirements in the design of any building is creativity which knows no boundaries. 
As Rumi (13* century) said of the Light, so it is with creativity: “it is not of the East 
nor the West, of the North nor the South” but it sometimes needs awakening, just as 
the inner eye does so that it can begin to be discerning. Otto (1923) also has talked of 
the need to awaken the spirit. Creativity, as the Aga Khan (Asia Society speech, 
1979) says, needs to “be set alight, to be shown a purpose”.
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13.4 Conclusion: Do the Architect’s Intentions enable Experience and Learning 
of the Sacred?
The above finds resonance with the essence of the thesis, and it has been important to 
understand the influences on designs created by Noormohamed as well as his own 
interpretations. He also made it clear that his design process, whilst finding its base in 
intuition and imagination, had been vastly influenced by the Aga Khan’s vision, 
elements of which Noormohamed says underpin and can be found throughout his 
designs. According to the Aga Khan, it is important that the contribution of the West 
continues to link with that of Islam with “Islamic cities representing to the world all 
that the City of God and man can be.” We find therefore, that the architect designed 
his building as a result of his own intuition and imagination to evoke the experience 
but also because his heart had internalised the core concepts of esoteric and exoteric 
experiences and for him, his designs were simply a way of living, moving and having 
his being in God -  ‘living in faith’ as respondent B would say.
But if the spiritual is totally experiential, the interpretation can be learnt because we 
give meaning through our individual cultures. Therefore if the experience is primary, 
is the learning then secondary? Not entirely - keeping in mind the ungraspable nature 
of the ineffable and as has been discussed throughout the thesis, the sacred and 
therefore the learning is more than that, it is more than culture, it is beyond culture 
and beyond language but this thesis has shown that it is not beyond learning, what I 
have referred to earlier as ‘latent’ because of this very elusive, yet very real quality. 
But the architect has shown us that his learning was primary and he reproduced that 
learning through his designs -  the learning may have been internal, it may have been 
intuitive, it may have transformed into latent learning, but learning it was.
If, therefore, the spiritual is experiential what can we say about learning the sacred? 
We know we can experience the sacred and we know now that it is transcendent, that 
there is learning and transformation from it, therefore can we now say that it is 
possible to learn the sacred? We draw our conclusions in the following chapter and 
summarise in Chapter XV but first we bring about a synthesis of the research in the 
following chapter and look at the literature within light of my findings.
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14 Part IV; Chapter XIV Discussion and Synthesis______________
14.1 Overview of the Research Process
The profound experiences, understandings and interpretations that have come to light 
have given us significant insights into the uniqueness of each respondent (and their 
faith communities) and the elements that unite them all collectively, and very 
importantly, it has made it possible for us to take this research further. It has become 
possible, at various levels, to make inroads into our understanding of the concept of 
the sacred and equally importantly, into the concept of experience, and therefore 
learning. We have been concerned with understanding learning at a very deep level 
here, beyond what has been available, beyond even belief in a sense, we have been 
researching learning at a latent level. It has been important to go beyond 
preconceived notions of learning to remain open to the newness of the approach 
employed by the thesis.
We have seen, in Part I of this thesis that we can now add another dimension to 
existing theories of learning -  that of the sacred, thereby effecting a union between 
the sacred and the secular, which is an exciting occurrence in any learning field. The 
most exciting and significant event emerging from the thesis has been the opportunity 
to bring the spiritual and the sacred into the realm of learning theories because that 
has been the key feature of this thesis -  can we learn the sacred? However, beyond 
that, as stated in the Introduction to this thesis, our focus has not been so much on 
learning theories per se (as set steps to learning), as much as on ih&fact o f learning 
and on the experience behind the learning. Our focus has been on the complexity of 
the inner being and on how that inner dimension’s access and contribution to learning 
from experiences is the most lasting and the most telling of influences on how we 
leam: where that learning stems from, and especially, what is at the heart of learning, 
which we have found, is the sacred or the spiritual. The ineffable experience which 
the thesis posited as holding untapped nuggets of gold to be discovered, is mined and 
understood in terms of learning, and as we saw in Chapter II, in the manner of 
Bachelard’s (1964) “discontinuity” and in the subsuming of the ‘old’ knowledge 
within the ‘new’ knowledge, a transformation that Gadamer (1976) terms “surrender”. 
He sees this as the “untiring power of experience that is in the process of being
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instructed”, enabling human beings to ceaselessly form new understandings. This is 
something that the thesis returns to time and again throughout the thesis and is 
particularly evident in the later chapters which look at the experiences of a group of 
people. The spiritual here, however, is connected to the intellect, at the highest level 
of intellection possible by the human being. We had asked at the beginning of this 
research, once we began to unpack the question 'can we leam the sacred’, whether 
we were in actuality not asking the question 'what does it mean to be humanT We 
have found, as we have journeyed through the thesis, which has shown the deep 
connections within our experiences, that we put interpretations upon them thereby 
giving them meaning, which point us to the understanding that we can experience the 
unknown that we leam to call the sacred. We are bom into our individual cultures but 
also, as we grow up, we are introduced to other cultures and, therefore, we are 
influenced and impacted upon, by those cultures. But we also found that culture 
whilst playing a cmcial and unquestionable role in our lives, is also a limitation, just 
as language is a limitation. The sacred and the language of the sacred go beyond 
culture and this has been amply demonstrated throughout the thesis.
However, we have also found that there is one overriding situation that in the end 
dictates the path we take through life, what informs that path as well as how we are 
informed in the choices we make -  and those are our experiences as individuals. If 
we keep this fact in mind, then we can understand what follows. These interpretations 
initially take place in the moment of happening, and as we do not always reflect upon 
those experiences as they happen to us, indeed, as we have shown in the thesis, we are 
generally hardly aware of even having had an experience, those interpretations are 
made tacitly and without our conscious knowledge. But we have now gained a very 
important and key finding about how we leam and very significantly when we leam. 
This is at the nexus of the connection with the sacred as we have seen and as we see 
again in this chapter.
We began with the concept of ‘seeing beyond the obvious’ which was something that 
had intrigued me for many years. This doctoral research gave me the opportunity to 
continue to explore further and deeper into this phenomenon which underlies this 
whole research -  not taking anything for granted -  something that I leamt from my 
own six-year-old experience and which instilled in me, even at that age, the need to
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look beyond the obvious and to question. We have seen in this research that it is not 
so much what the physical eye sees that is the ‘real’ thing, it is what the inner eye 
discerns -  and that is where that nexus originates. It is when an involuntary 
discernment takes place that may have no physical connection or sensory attachment, 
but which takes place in the innermost being, as we saw in the previous chapter. 
Foucault (1984:265) did not see the work of an intellectual as telling others what to do 
but ‘through the analysis that he carries out in his field, to question over and over 
again what is postulated as self-evident [or ‘taken-for-granted’ as raised in this thesis], 
to disturb people’s mental habits, the way they do and think things, to dissipate what 
is familiar and accepted, to re-examine rules and institutions’ (Chapter I).
What this thesis has now done is to show that whether religious, spiritual or other, 
rich learning is yielded by such experiences which go on to influence the person that 
is not only ‘becoming’ but the person that is yet to be. This is a valuable insight that 
will have a far-reaching impact. We have said before in Chapter I that according to 
Stromberg (1968) the service of philosophy, of speculative culture, towards the 
human spirit is to rouse, to startle it into sharp and eager observation. We have, to a 
significant extent, managed to do that and to come up with significant findings that 
will contribute to existing literature in the fields of social science and education and 
very importantly, within the area of cultural pluralism. This has meant that we needed 
to re-visit the meaning of ‘learning’ and how it takes place, and to have the courage to 
look beyond the ‘norms’ as dictated by the social conditions within which we live. I 
believe a vital component of learning has come to light here. We have talked of 
ethics and morality amongst the elements of both experience and learning. We now 
realise how important this component of ethics is to learning.
We also now understand what we mean by hermeneutic phenomenology as the study 
of human beings and all of Gadamer’s criteria in terms of the ‘circle of hermeneutics’ 
have been found to be transparently obvious in the research process, as examples from 
the respondents interviews show (Chapter on Analysis). The very fact that there has 
been a large volume of rich data from the interviews makes the respondents’ openness 
and honesty evident. That they opened up to this extent points to the fact that they 
must have felt mutual respect in the interviews to enable them to offer to share such 
profound experiences (see previous chapter, section on ‘interview as a learning
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experience’). They were offered considerable freedom to ‘tell their story their way’ 
which meant that no ‘formulaic method’ was imposed upon them whilst the trigger 
questions from the Interview Schedule helped to maintain the focus of the exercise. 
This whole process of the ‘hermeneutical circle’ through the interviews became a 
prelude to another of Gadamer’s concepts -  that of the ‘fusion of horizons’. This was 
a learning curve for the respondents as they realised how their experiences had 
impacted the other dimensions of their selves and how that in turn had impacted upon 
their interactions with others. We have seen in this research that people live their 
lives within the context of situations, other people, events, etc., and therefore live 
complex, inter-connected lives which is regarded by Gadamer as an important part of 
the ‘circle of hermeneutic’. Ricoeur (1967:355) suggested “getting around” this by 
‘transforming it into a wager” and acquiring “better understanding of man and the 
bond between the being of man and the being of all beings” by “following the 
indication of symbolic thought” thereby "verifying” his wager through “intelligibility” 
and in turn allowing the “task to transform” his wager “in betting on the significance 
of the symbolic world” [original italics]. But they also live within context of non­
physical situations that have a far greater impact on their lives which is why this 
thesis’s main objective has been to bring this awareness to the forefront -  and the 
‘front burner’ is where it belongs.
We have seen examples, not only of the cognitive aspects of learning but also of the 
emotional and the manner in which the respondents turned those experiences into 
active learning. In almost all cases, the interviews themselves were perceived as 
active learning sessions which made them more self-aware and ‘present’. We can 
now understand the physical, that is the external, as being the manifestation of the 
spiritual, that is, the inner being. We also saw this corroborated through the 
experiences of the respondents (Appendix: Respondent E’s Interview Transcript). 
Within this context, our exploration of meanings in terms of experience, learning, 
symbolic language and the sacred, brought to light several interesting findings. We 
will revisit some of those findings in this chapter and add others, beginning with one 
of the main themes of the research.
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14.2 Findings
As researchers, we are expected to be ‘objective’ and use ‘individual’ or ‘subject’ to 
refer to the person in our research but as van Manen (1997:6) says, citing W.H. Auden 
(1967) the term ‘individual’ is primarily a biological term which can refer to a tree or 
a horse as much as a man or a woman, whereas the term ‘person’ refers to the 
“uniqueness of each human being”. It is abundantly clear that this research has been 
dealing with ‘persons’ and not ‘biological’ units.
14.2.1 Experiential and Transformative Learning
This is also why Jarvis’s type of learning theory has proved so effective. His models 
are interpretive and focus on the individual, the subject. He says (1999:76): 
“throughout my own research into human learning, I have always argued that 
individual learning constitutes the basis of human biography, and that every learning 
event is biographical”. He sees each person’s biography and experience as unique but 
also that this occurs within a social context. There can be very few clearer examples 
of individual learning than the ones shown in this research which concentrated on 
deep and intensely rich experiences and which self-evidently showed how that 
learning formed their individual biographies which began often with intensely 
profound experiences at very young ages that went on to influence their attitudes for 
the rest of their lives. But this also brought to light the fact that some of these 
experiences were harsh realities for some people, that they were ‘messy’ and 
disturbed their ‘complacencies, in fact, they were what Gadamer calls ‘rough drafts, 
that is, ‘acts of understanding’ that correspond to Mason’s (2001) open techniques 
that allow the respondents considerable space for their own narratives. This worked 
well with the researcher’s own metaphor of the ‘peeling of the onion’ and the 
unfolding of the layers of meaning.
We now know that when O’Sullivan (2002:11) talks of “a shift of consciousness that 
dramatically and permanently alters our way of being in the world” and James 
(1902:467) talks of an “attitude of open and emest expectancy” and “that grace flows 
in from the infinite spiritual world”, that there can no longer be any doubt about the 
presence of that grace or that openness. I would reiterate what I said in the first 
chapter, that this experience of grace which is an experience of sdicxedness, is 
transformative, through a transcendental learning process that involves a going
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beyond the self and is learning the sacred. This can only mean, therefore, that 
experiencing grace is synonymous with learning the sacred. It is, as we have said 
before (Chapter VII), what is induced in one, that indefinable inner knowing that is 
the grace, during this experience that causes the transformation (a combination of the 
grace and the divine spark in the individual), those mystics’ states that Schimmel 
(1975:129) talks about as the experience of extension and intensification of the soul, 
and that of compression of the soul. The former causes expansion and gives one back 
to oneself through hope and in the latter the T’ disappears and one is simply left with 
the sense of ‘overpoweringwe^^’ (Otto, 1923:19) and complete submission [to God]. 
Schleiermacher termed this ‘dependency’. The disappearance of the ‘I’ does not 
restrict or stop learning, it simply means that the inner, though indescribable, is in that 
instance more powerful than the conscious ego and hence the learning is latent. We 
see now the fluidity of the connection between the concept of learning and that of the 
sacred.
We also see that Jarvis’s (1987:80) concept of ‘disjuncture’ which addresses those 
moments during which this learning occurs but without our conscious awareness, has 
shown considerable significance. The respondents’ experiences show these 
disjunctures, not only as Jarvis said, ‘between my biography and a particular event’ 
bringing about learning, but also with an added dimension to it. Disjuncture for the 
respondents became a moment of truth in many ways. This is an exciting realisation. 
Perhaps I am interpreting disjuncture somewhat differently from the definition Jarvis 
gave it originally but this is the very essence of what has been our focus in this thesis 
-  that meanings evolve with new experiences which also bring about new learning. 
The core experience remains the same but new meanings unfold, and disjuncture has 
come to mean ‘a moment of truth’ to my understanding.
Perhaps this is what learning is all about? It is stored as latent learning because it lies 
dormant within the object until it is activated through the encounter with the inner 
being of the human creature. Through analysis of their experiences, we have seen this 
happen for the respondents and we have seen the latent learning interact within both 
the person (subject) and the object and there is a fusion that removes the boundaries 
between the two. Latent learning becomes activated and reaches another level which 
is more visible and recognisable. At the beginning of this thesis, I brought in the
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concept of latent learning and discussed it as something that lies ‘buried and hidden’ 
(Chapter on Nature and Meaning of Learning) within our inner beings that is bom in 
the moment of the happening of the experience. It is not always consciously taken on 
board or understood to have occurred, however that it has occurred is unquestionable 
as this is where tacit interpretations occur. And once the learning becomes 
recognisable it begins its journey as an experience that grows and develops the human 
being on different levels, the emotional as well as the cognitive, which learning is 
subsequently seen in behaviours and attitudes and therefore actions. However, there 
is another very important thing that takes place. This learning is then assimilated into 
the inner being where it began its cycle at the nexus of the inner and outer experience 
and, having taken this ‘new’ learning into the being, it then uses it in a new 
experience and so begins another cycle of experience, latent learning, tacit 
interpretation, interaction with one’s own (which includes the inner and outer worlds) 
and others’ life-worlds, conscious (recognisable) learning and self-development, 
assimilation into new experience, and a new cycle of interpretation begins. This 
particular cyclico-spiral approach to learning is used as a lived learning approach and 
I have found it to be an inclusive and direct one that works well within a 
phenomenological-hermeneutic perspective.
Whilst we give our experiences meaning through the interpretations we put upon them 
which are culturally generated, it is also possible for us to go beyond this 
understanding and even if not rationally, intellectually to understand that whilst the 
experience was transcendent and ineffable, we did have the experience. That that was 
real, and whilst it is inexplicable and indescribable, there is complete certainty of the 
fact of the experience. We, therefore, have learned not only that fact, but also learned 
the experience itself.
The other side of the story of the sacred would have been to assume that it exists, but I 
could not make that assumption because I am bound by the parameters of the 
research. However, I did not want to lose this side of the story because it raises more 
questions than it answers which is precisely what this thesis sets out to do -  answers 
would be gratifying but there are no black and white answers to this mystery, there 
simply are more questions which is the tme measure of growth as long as we are able 
to move further forward with that questioning. And through the years since that first
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initial experience as a six year old, as I came across further and deeper experiences, 
my questions kept growing with those experiences and although I was left with the 
basic question of 'are my experiences unique’ in experiencing in this manner I also 
found some answers along the way. And so, although I am writing personally as a 
member of a faith community, I assumed the perspective of methodological 
agnosticism to see if it was possible to answer the questions that arose out of this 
thesis, in a secular language and without recourse to religious discourse.
The thoughts that have arisen over the years and which culminated in this research 
process have made possible the experience of the research itself and made it possible 
for further questions to arise organically out of the research question as I moved from 
one stage to the next. That enabled the whole process of questioning to become fluid 
and real, and by giving it a context and actual, differentiated time, it was also possible 
to offer up further avenues of exploration. It was not a limitation that some of the 
questions were half-formed -  that is what rightly gave it impetus otherwise the same 
scale of motivation would not have been possible to carry out the research in the first 
instance. But these thoughts and questions remained consistent and raised the 
question 'can we leam the sacred’.
We are in that case then saying that if a human being is first and foremost, a spiritual 
being, then that is their strongest dimension and if it is, then that dimension is 
apparent through their other dimensions and particularly in their interactions with 
others. This is discernible when we are in conversation with a person on a 
psychological or an intellectual level and at a practical or physic level, we understand 
that the self that is ‘in there’ is the spirit. The spirit is not something we can touch, 
however, the physical body is not a person without the spirit, it cannot exist without 
the spirit and therefore the ‘living’ part of the human being is the spirit.
During the interviews we discussed how we pass on learning and how it translates 
into knowledge for us, adding new learning to it every time. The type of learning and 
the basis of that knowledge, its origin, goes even further than the tacit and explicit 
knowledge talked about by Polanyi (1966) although tacit interpretation is a key 
component of the concept of latent learning as espoused by this thesis. And whilst 
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), as we saw in Chapter III, base their work within these
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categories of knowledge, they do not take it further than the level of tacit knowledge 
although their categorisation is undeniably useful and clear. However, it is the final 
stage of learning and knowledge that this thesis has sought to complete -  that of latent 
learning that incorporates tacit interpretation as well as intuitive knowledge and the 
grace that flows in from the Absolute, the ‘Other’.
Simultaneously, as we go though life, a very internal, spiritual journey, aware or 
unaware, is taking place simultaneously and is influencing the more material aspect of 
our lives. To this comment. Respondent K added: “I guess it informs everything that 
you decide to do and everything that you decide to articulate, comes from that light.” 
As we have said before, if we were to equate light with knowledge, as is the position 
of this thesis - and there are different ways of interpreting this -  I believe this 
metaphor could withstand scrutiny. How can one articulate how light is translated in 
our lives or how it is that we are given light? It is given as a gift but through a form 
of profound experience, which can take place anywhere, the light that maybe we are 
receiving as that internal experience comes in several different ways, and it is this 
form of learning that we then translate into everyday life. So maybe this concept and 
metaphor of light which I understand as translating into knowledge is much more 
understandable and maybe touchable to an extent in a practical way if we understand 
it to permeate different aspects of our lives in this way. I would posit that there is a 
much closer connection between the concepts of light and learning than we are 
consciously aware of and as respondent K said, “I think what muddies the water is all 
of these things that are human, all the desires and the wants, and your shortcomings, 
all of these things are human.” This is where the ego comes in.
And that is where human choices enter in that we make of our own free will. We 
have the choice to keep our will aligned with that of the divine will but human beings 
are not perfect and although there is an internal reference point, as we have seen in the 
thesis, where we make our choices of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and other ethical decisions, 
this is why there is no dichotomy in a human being’s life between the spiritual and the 
material. Murdoch saw ‘The Good’ as the most important reference point in our lives, 
Plato thought of it as a universal measure and for Kant it was a categorical imperative 
that was immovable. The choices we make give us the control (or not) over our lives 
as they impact on every aspect. We choose the ‘good’ or otherwise, knowing that
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exploring it interpretatively offers new situations and new levels of knowledge, and as 
Carr and Kemmis (1986), add, it also offers new challenges to the responsibility to act 
ethically and to remain committed to offering enlightenment’. According to Swatos 
Jr. (1987:61, 68), Gustafson (1981 cf Swatos Jr., 1987) is like Weber in his position 
on ethics - which are inherently evaluative -  which reflect reflexive principles on 
which is based the ethic of responsibility as well as on the evolution of values in 
cultures. However, good ethics must engage the imagination and the soul for that is 
where they reside -  the enjoining of good and evil is created with the soul and 
therefore must engage the integrity with which the soul was bom (within the divine 
spark). As Swatos, Jr. says, it is to its advantage to employ a realistic description of 
experiential reality, and also maintain the transparency and power of the theological 
vision.
But the key difference and point of interest between Weber and Gustafson, for the 
purpose of this research, is in the way each assesses duality in Christianity. For 
Weber, it is a given that this world is separate from an ‘other’ world whilst for 
Gustafson, the gap is not quite so wide, in fact it is very narrow. Gustafson (1981:67) 
‘retains an ethic of conviction’ based on ‘the single principle that God exists and acts 
in this world, one pattern [Swatos, Jr.’s emphasis] of which is in human actions. The 
offshoot of this is that human beings, in piety -  a term Gustafson prefers over faith -  
respond to the acts of God around them within their finite capabilities. Whilst the 
thesis’s stance with regard to the interaction with the semiological system in the 
environment has been seen to be parallel to Gustafson’s, there is a definite divergence 
of views in respect of the ‘one pattern’ that he and Swatos Jr. talk about. All choices 
incorporate both aspects of good and bad, spiritual and material - we do not make 
decisions and choices for our material wellbeing in isolation of our spiritual being or 
our inner world.
14.2.2 The Connection with Ethics and Morality
This constant learning that informs and guides grounds and centres the human being 
in terms of its totality as a person. We have referred earlier in the chapter to the 
research question’s ‘twin’ question of 'what does it mean to be human’ which first
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came up in Part I of the thesis. X, amongst others, justifies that equation when he 
says (p 4):
X: But you know, Allah’s [God’s] creation is from, you know, a little seedling, and 
you look at that and you look at the potential that it has and you know, you could just 
be in awe all day thinking about it but our life doesn’t let us do that. But often 
enough in the day you can do that, and it’s satisfying and it makes you feel grounded 
and connected and ... human.
NH: Human -  so for you, human means that you remain in touch with your faith?
X: Absolutely 100%, that’s what makes us what we are actually.
On one level of learning, our experiences do not belong only to us as ‘one person’, in 
a sense, somewhere along the way, if we understand it in this manner, each 
experience is important for the other, to flow into the horizontal, so that it can flow 
further, because each enables the other. Respondent C concurs:
And also. I’ve read about this ... and when you’re contemplating and when you’re 
struggling, why do you continue to give to someone from whom you are not 
receiving. You are constantly, and we are always, why do we need such people in 
our lives, and the bottom line again, these people are teachers, and it doesn’t mean 
that we are so perfect that we are downgrading those other people. We have the same 
lower instincts and vices that the other person has except that it is surfacing in them 
but its’ latent in us, so it doesn’t mean we’re free of them, it’s just that we are 
learning from the person who is allowing that to surface. So why it’s teaching a 
tolerance of that person is also telling us, you know what, we are all guilty of that, 
refrain from doing that or refrain from using those words so we’re all teachers for 
each other and if we connect with people who have the same vibrations as us, like we 
are so much in sync with other people and we only connect with those people, we 
have not allowed our lessons to be passed on to others, and if we just wanted to be 
good to people who are good to us then again we are not spreading ourselves and we 
re not spreading our message. We have to continue doing good to people until they 
realise tiiat gosh, I’m receiving so much it’s about time I started paying back, or I 
give and in the end if it doesn’t come back to you, then you have done God’s work.
And this is also why learning is not in isolation of our spiritual being and why it is 
important to realise this more consciously so that it becomes an integral part of the 
learning field because that is a constant field for the human being and how he forms 
his personal history.
14.2.3 Changed Person
Every encounter we have, with subject or object, becomes part of our personal 
history, aware or otherwise. This is a concept that I brought to the thesis and which
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was a learning that arose out of my previous research which focused on the ‘changed 
person’ (MSc thesis, Hirji, 2001), how every experience changes us so that we are no 
longer the person we were prior to that experience as we now incorporate the new 
experience within us which means that the ‘old I’ now becomes subsumed within the 
‘new r ,  what Bachelard calls ‘discontinuity’ as in the new enveloping the old and 
what Jarvis has also referred to in his theory of learning. The extremely significant 
addition for this present research has been the sacred interpretation that I have given 
to learning and how it is a catalyst for transformation. We have looked at the sacred 
as something we encounter in everyday activity in life. And whilst we have discussed 
several profound examples of this earlier, we remind ourselves of this constant 
element in our interactions with others through a profoundly simple example: the 
respondent is aware, not so much of the kind of change effected in him as much as the 
fact that another person does indeed become a part of him in a very subtle and 
ineffable manner. According to respondent F: “Regardless of how you change me or 
not, if you did, (and later in the interview he says that there has to be a change) but 
you become my thought process^ And therefore, if that is the case, then I become a 
part of even how he feels about other people, because I become a part of what he is 
experiencing. And consequently, I become part of that learning that has now 
transformed into the knowledgebase through which he will interact with others, or 
another situation or another place, as we saw earlier in Chapter III. We have also 
therefore taken the particular aspects of “emotion, cognition and action” in Jarvis’ 
theory of learning to another level, thereby peeling off yet another layer of meaning 
and on the other hand, adding another layer of understanding. How then do we 
understand this ineffable character of the sacred that seems to be present 
‘everywhere’? Yet again, we come across the power of the inner eye and re-visit it 
here briefly, if only to situate it as a key element and as a valid and significant insight.
14.2.4 The Inner Eye
I began this thesis with the concept of the inner eye, expecting to explore what lay 
beyond the obvious and the taken-for-granted experiences that we encounter 
throughout our lives. Additionally, the aim was to unpack the layers of meaning I felt 
certain were embedded within the objects of experience as well as the interactions in 
the moment of experience. We have come across this concept throughout the thesis.
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We have analysed the experiences of the respondents and have found that there is a 
possibility of generalisation, even if not overtly encountered. However, it is no longer 
possible to deny that it is a crucial tool in the tacit interpretations we make in almost 
every experience that a human being encounters and that learning the sacred no longer 
appears to be a far-fetched concept. We have found that what is required is the 
recognition of its existence and the awareness of its influence in every aspect of life 
and in every experience within our lives, whether conscious or unconscious, because 
it is a latent quality, and therefore, the learning and transformation derived from it is 
also in many ways latent until that learning is brought into the light. As we have 
already come across many instances in the thesis where the inner eye was the cause of 
the learning, we shall present here just one more example from an interview with a 
respondent, which is self-evident in its telling:
E: "... Because The Ismaili Centre is a building, and in the building you interact with 
five senses, and it has that capacity to actually interact with more and more human 
senses.
NH: Hmmm, beyond the five senses.
E: And then, you see, the senses are the only way to look at the material world, and 
our physical structure, but then it’s not senses, it’s not senses, those senses are 
medium only, and then we enter into another world, you know, we leave behind the 
sense. [Just as we leave behind the culture, according to the thesis]
NH: Okay
E: And that is the world of ideas or imagination, and therefore, senses have to be 
sound in order to be able to see it. If you don’t have sight, how can you then see the 
shapes? And we have to have sound sight, and just like we see the building 
physically, and then there is another level of seeing, you see, we have to acquire 
another eye.
NH: The inner eye.
E: The inner eye, so you can see the meanings of concepts and symbols, representing 
many principles, like seven, like five figure and circles, and geometric patterns, (NH: 
Okay) so there is an eye which enables you to see, another eye, which enables you to 
see the meaning.
There is a deep connection between the inner eye and that of the Intellect which is an 
integral part of the spiritual.
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14.2.5 The Intellect
“For man, the soul is the inner being and the Intellect is part of that innermost being” 
Burckhardt (2003:79). I had an awareness of the inner eye when I began this thesis as 
well as that of the Intellect, however, it was through this process of research that I was 
able to see the two as one in this manner -  which I see as one of the most illuminating 
lessons of my process. I also had an understanding of both as knowing and above 
thought but to understand them as one has been a moment of awakening, a moment of 
realisation in the deepest sense. I found there was an even deeper awakening as I 
approached the final stages of the thesis. As Burckhardt (2003:79) says, “it 
transcends thought yet lends all possible certainty to thought” bringing “illumination” 
that is the spiritual truth to all the empirical evidence which we accept as ‘proof of 
something. As he says, “The soul is not the only non-physical condition of the human 
existence”. Because the soul changes with each new learning, it is itself an object of 
knowledge, and therefore there must be something within the soul that is constant and 
never changes and “sees the soul”, and this, in my view, is the inner eye which I 
understand as the Intellect and which is the divine spark. The Intellect is the seat of 
knowing, as I have interpreted it over the years, and as Aga Khan IV says, ‘intellect is 
a facet of faith”.
The non-dichotomous nature of the human being in which the spiritual and the 
physical, the zahir (manifest) and the batin (hidden), are indivisible, means that the 
physical, that is the external world, is transformed into the inner world through the 
senses and the internal is transformed into the external, as we saw in the previous 
chapters, through intuition and imagination, and indeed - faith is given physical form. 
This is a concept that has been clearly evident throughout the process of the thesis and 
which has been postulated by the thesis as one of the key themes from the start -  the 
merging of the subject with the object. It is also within the Intellect that the ethical 
reference points reside in pure form and which I posit, with conscious realisation, is 
synonymous with the little voice that is our conscience, bringing to the fore the rights 
and wrongs of the act or the words in that particular situation.
This illumines the unity and the multiplicity that has run like a leitmotif throughout 
the thesis and which we have talked about above in terms of the Intellect being all­
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embracing as well as being able to see itself in each human being, thereby clearly 
showing the totality of Being. We understand now the idea of the Intellect as the 
Light that illumines and this will have further clarified the point made earlier about 
my understanding Light as Knowledge. Al-Hakim (1959) says that this is an ‘ultra- 
rational divinely bestowed’ knowledge that originates within the soul and makes ‘man 
see into the life of things’. Technically, this kind of knowledge is known as 'ilm-i- 
ladunnV which according to Al-Hakim, means ‘the knowledge with God (Me) whose 
source is not the senses.’ This is that sacred core at the heart of all learning and which 
this thesis posits is possible to leam through our experiences -  the only way perhaps 
to understand it as learning is to understand it as latent learning gleaned from 
transcendental experience, the concept of learning the sacred as introduced in this 
thesis because of its qualities of extreme intemality and hiddemi^^^, within the 
spiritual realm.
14.2.6 Definition of the Sacred
We also saw earlier in the thesis in the Chapter on Analysis (IX) a number of ways in 
which ‘sacred’ can be defined and almost universally, we saw that the respondents all 
pointed to a ‘certain something’ that is indefinable and indescribable to a large extent, 
thus bearing out the results of Part I of the thesis.
Elements of the definition of the Sacred
We are now able to articulate definitions of the sacred or elements of the sacred that 
constitute sacredwes'  ^or the context of sacredwe^j for different people, and it may be 
possible that a new meaning, or a new variation of the definition of the sacred may 
emerge from the thesis. The following are all components of the definition of the 
sacred as articulated by a variety of participants and scholars within the thesis:
not just as a component of religion but as an active participant in the human 
being’s and society’s ongoing construction in terms of learning and finding 
meaning’
a feeling of grace, submission and gratitude 
humility
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unity in multiplicity
nearness of God and illumination of the soul 
sacredness as Light
religion is present in non-specific form in all societies and in all socialized 
individuals. It is part o f the human condition
dependency
numinous as a feeling of which is not associated with anything and induces a 
sense of the eerie or supernatural which makes one feel vulnerable and 
overpowered
the might of a deity, majesty, divinity to describe either religious feelings or the 
religious aspect attributed by those feelings to experiences and objects;
ultimacy, mystery (mysterium), awe (tremendum), fascination (fascinans), and 
satisfaction; creature feeling
the wholly Other
the opposite of the profane
reality and at the same time enduringness and efficacy
revelation of an absolute reality opposed to the non-reality of the vast surrounding 
expanse the manifestation of the sacred ontologically founds the world
a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may 
call ‘something there’ more deep and more general than any of the special and 
particular ‘senses’ by which current psychology supposes existent realities to be 
originally revealed
mysticism, repentance, saintliness and conversion 
a presence
beliefs and practices that unite its adherents into a single community called a 
church
the sacred is collective, supple forces that can bring anything -  any object, person, 
or gesture -  into the category of the sacred. Society as a whole is a ‘moral being’ 
that transcends its members even as it resides within them and fashions them
part of a framework within the universe which has two distinctly divided and 
mutually exclusive categories, those of the sacred and the profane
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a timeless and incorporeal One became the ground as well as the dynamic source 
of the existence of a temporal and material and extremely multiple and variegated 
universe
‘a timeless relationship with God’ described through the sema (Sufi dance)
the spiritual world is one single spirit who stands like unto a light behind the 
bodily world and who, when any single creature comes into being, shines through 
it like a window. According to the kind or size of the window less or more light 
enters the world. The light itself however remains unchanged.
that which is worthy of respect 
connective tissue
an experience of the divine in life itself, in the very landscape of all things 
anything that is dear to you’ 
sacrifice, hope, peace
the feeling of not being able to explain ‘how beautiful’ 
living in faith 
vibrations of peace 
a gut feeling’
sometimes it is felt with the heart and it’s hard to explain ... spiritual experiences 
cannot be described with human language because it is a spiritual language
happiness
love
knowledge 
ever-present event 
in touch with the Spirit 
existing in God
it is the internal power ... it is just leamt by yourself 
it adds to you and makes you a bigger person, calmer ... it elevates you 
it creates a lot of space within me .... and I can quickly understand things 
simplicity of inner and outer beings
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• Maker’s total control
• awe of the majesty
• I can’t describe i t . . .  at that time, I feel money is nothing, children is [sic] nothing, 
I myself am nothing, all I see is Him
• I wasn’t scared of dying
• Friendship
Having come through this journey, and having begun with the working 
understanding/definition of the sacred as ‘the unknown, the ineffable and the 
profound’ and ‘not just as a component of religion but as an active participant in the 
human being’s and society’s ongoing construction in terms of learning and finding 
meaning’ I am now able to define ‘sacred’ more specifically and more surely to mean 
‘a sense o f acute awareness o f an all-encompassing state o f infinite grace, limitless 
capability and absolute submission*. In that instance there is a sense of tremendous 
power (grace that is enabling) and utter dependence in a simultaneity that feels 
complete. Arriving at this definition has been an epiphanic moment that brings a 
deeper understanding of one of the key themes raised in the thesis -  that of the 
interconnectedness of the subject and the object and the universal and the particular. 
We saw in Chapter VI, the poet William Carlos William describe this as ‘anywhere is 
everywhere’. We know now that we discover the universal in the particular through 
‘skilled perception of symbols in everyday life’ within which we see, feel, think and 
act upon that presence, which is where we encounter the sacred.
14.2.7 Constituent Elements of the Sacred
We see on a number of occasions, respondents talking about the experience of the 
profound and going on to talk about kindness, forgiveness, happiness, and other 
elements -  and we realise that these are all constituents of the sacred that represent 
elements of the ineffable experience. These are symbols of the ineffable experience 
just as mystery, beauty, wonder, awe and majesty are also symbols and metaphors of 
it. We finally understand the existence of these elements in our everyday lives but do 
we understand what they represent in our lives and for our beings? Through the 
process of this research we have arrived at a better understanding of these elements 
and what they really signify and we are able to bring the key question of 'can we
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learn the sacred* to a new level of understanding and response. We have, in many 
ways, been progressively articulating just such a response and for the sake of clarity, 
we shall synthesize those responses towards the end of the chapter when we conclude 
the thesis.
This way of looking at the concept of the sacred has unfolded a fuller appreciation of 
the constituent elements within the sacred with implicit ethical connotations, and in 
particular, the mystery and its mystical qualities, as well as the contexts within which 
this might be experienced. One of the key elements to emerge out of the thesis, apart 
from the category of the sacred, is that of ‘faith’. This was a key component for many 
respondents -  not necessarily within the context of a particular religion, just simply 
‘faith’ in a Divine Being or God. Other interesting concepts include ‘respect’ as an 
expression of the sacred, sacrifice, service to others, generosity and compassion.
This thesis, as we have said before, is not about believers and non-believers or faith 
and religion per se, it is about experience of what we call the sacred that every human 
being, no matter what their persuasion, comes across and which acts as a window into 
a reality that appears inexplicable. Certainly one might initially give such an 
experience any number of differing labels but the constituent elements remain the 
same and the experience remains indescribable and ineffable, yet the fact of the 
experience itself is all too real. In the end, one is compelled to acknowledge the 
‘mystery’ that is the experience and the closest thing it can be likened to in view of its 
sense of ‘the other’ is the sacred. But then there is the question of how we as human 
beings become aware of this?
14.2.8 Cultural understanding of the Sacred
Otto (1923:60-61) talks about the “spirit of the heart” and how without this particular 
quality which he calls “this inborn capacity” and “the essential thing”, apprehension 
of the numinous is not possible, and that is what sacredwe^  ^involves, an apprehension 
of the numinous in the many possible encounters in everyday life. This is entirely so 
and not surprisingly, this can only be “awakened” and not taught because even the 
transmission of this from mind to mind is not of the ordinary. Otto goes on to say that
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there is no “innate religion” which may well be true in one sense but there is certainly 
innate spirituality as we see in this example:
Respondent Z (p. 8) stated, within the context of the sacred or the spiritual and space 
for prayer: “And as soon as I start saying my prayers, I feel as though I am in Jamat 
Khand* wherever she might actually happen to be physically. Perhaps, in the end, 
once one’s spiritual experiences are continuous and part of one’s conscious, physical 
world, embedded within the everyday for us, we finally get to that stage where the 
world really does become a sacred place for us -  because we carry that space with us, 
because in the end, it is human beings who actualise the sacred within themselves and 
who connect and draw the sacred from others and the environment, but the reaching 
out for that knowledge through openness of mind and heart has to be the trigger.
We saw earlier in the thesis that often we tend to regard the sacred in a specialised 
manner whereas in the above example, the sacred and the spiritual is simply a 
continuous part of this respondent’s life. Within ‘primitive’ cultures, the sacred is a 
general idea meaning little more than prohibition and I made precisely the same point 
at the beginning of the thesis when I said that the sacred and the profane are not as 
clear-cut as Eliade makes them out to be or as Durkheim even more categorically 
makes it out to be. There is a possibility of the sacred even within the so-called 
profane. Having come through the rest of the research, the further insight I have 
gained is that the “sacred defiled” might possibly mean that even though we designate 
something as sacred the very fact that we as human beings do this according to our 
limitations and our understanding, the very fact that it is part of the human being’s 
process, brings in an element of uncleanness because human beings are imperfect by 
nature and this could also be a symbolic way of showing the imperfection of 
humankind in comparison with the perfection of the Absolute - perhaps this is what 
Douglas and Eliade meant? I find a greater resonance with the fact that if God saw 
the human being as ‘good enough’ to be made in his image in terms of the potential 
for godly attributes, then the progressive human understanding of the sacred and its 
subsequent impact on purification of the soul cannot possibly be seen as defilement, 
even if the present context is that of ‘human being’ and therefore a servant and a 
creature of God and consequently insignificant in comparison. However, the human 
being has the divine spark and therefore is worthy of God’s love.
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Maimonedes (Friedlander, 1881[1190]) had been careful to separate the concept of 
life when applied to God and the same concept when applied to human beings but this 
thesis posits, and has shown throughout, that there is no such dichotomy possible if 
we believe that we live, move and have our being in God. For Cohen (1919; JVL 
online), God was an idea as he was for Kant: He calls God an idea, that is, the centre 
of all ideas which means the idea of truth which he says cannot be likened to 
existence. The concept of God is introduced into the structure of ethical thought for 
Cohen, because, as the idea of truth, it is instrumental in establishing the unity of 
nature and morality. Cohen regards this view of God as an idea as the ‘true 
religiosity’ which can evolve only when every relation involving belief in a living 
God is shown to be problematic and nullified. God’s only place, says Cohen, is in a 
system of thought. How can that be, though, as God transcends thought? He could, 
however, be understood as the Universal Intellect.
Cohen (1919, JVL online) goes on to say that the more the knowledge of God is 
simultaneously experienced as the love of God, the more one strives to achieve that 
level of faith that enables the struggle to reach further for the knowledge and love of 
God. Cohen is here approaching the ‘vital’ character of faith. “The love of God is the 
love of religion ... the love of God is therefore the knowledge of morality ... 
therefore shall the love of God exceed all knowledge .... A man’s [sic] consciousness 
is completely filled when he loves God. Therefore, this love which absorbs all others, 
is no longer knowledge but love.” This thesis has posited that knowledge, true 
knowledge is the ultimate destiny and therefore love of God is the route, and in 
several ways, is akin to Cohen’s interpretation except in the last instance when he 
‘says ‘this love which absorbs all others is no longer knowledge but love’, because it 
is here that we see that in the final analysis, love and knowledge become synonymous 
and cannot be separated.
14.2.9 Symbolic Expression of the Sacred
Yet again, there is the mythical definition of the sacred that we talked about in 
Chapter VI -  as in the construction of the truth founded on imagination. Cowan’s 
description of Shems e-Tabriz, Rumi’s 13* century spiritual guide, highlights his
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vision of the approach to truth as similar to that of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274): 
Shems claimed that divine knowledge, which is above all knowledge, cannot he 
learned through excessive study. No knowledge can compare with the enlightenment 
obtained by union with God. The wisdom of the heart was for him the only real 
source of truth. In the West such knowledge was described by Thomas Aquinas as 
‘connatural’ meaning that it is knowledge that is produced in the intellect, as we now 
also know having come through the process of this thesis, but this knowledge is not 
produced through conceptual connections or by a taught methodology. Aga Khan IV 
sees intellect as a ‘facet of faith’ and this journey has finally enabled me to understand 
the complexity of this concept.
In fact, we have talked (Chapter VI) of the ‘life force’ that surrounds us which, 
according to Arewa (1998:xvii) is, ‘dynamic and resides everywhere and in 
everything.’ We asked the question whether it is 'this force then that we sense, feel 
and intuit as 'the sacred*? Do we experience this in the form of symbols? I think I 
can now argue that we have found affirmation of this and that it is indisputable.
Bruno Zevi (1974:32) describes architecture in terms of “the stage on which our lives 
unfold”, indisputably a symbolic manner of expression, whilst Grabar (1996) says of 
The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem that a certain mystery hovers around the building 
and that the mosaic inscription introduces what can only be called the magic of the 
Dome of the Rock, “a building of powerfully palpable substance that contains hidden 
and unexpected meanings, a building that is not quite what it at first seems to be.” 
This throws into relief yet again that mysterious sense of being in the presence of 
another world of meanings which opens up only momentarily to allow us a glimpse of 
something beyond our normal world. As we saw in Chapter VI, Bohm describes this 
sense of mystery beautifully as “'what is' is the mystery."
We are talking about parameters that are more open than closed, hence making that 
experience more understandable metaphysically than physically. This is where the 
inexplicable resides and the fact that these kinds of parameters (also brought up by 
respondent E) are spoken of as such does not mean the same as they might when 
applied to physical boundaries. We see again the limits of language here -  parameters 
here simply signify the vast change that occurred in the respondent’s perceptions and
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what preceded it, because this is where ‘mystery’ dictates form, however limited 
might be that application, in order to explicate the situation. The moment we speak of 
mystery, we already give it form, in any case, however, if we continue to remain open 
to the meaning of the concept, then it would be possible to allow it the limits of 
language as well as include the limitlessness of the actual experience.
Numerous examples have shown that architectural imagery participates in both the 
functional as well as the aesthetic and in facilitating the ordinary and the 
extraordinary, the ‘revealed and the concealed’ according to Gadamer. Its unique 
suitability to religious expression is obvious from its qualities as the “most 
transcendent as well as the most imposing of arts and monuments” and Stonehenge, 
the Taj Mahal and the Egyptian Pyramids, the Blue Mosque and the space 
surrounding the mosque complex as well as the Ismaili Centres, all of which bear 
testimony to this. Indeed, Rudolph Otto (1923:65) addressed the Pyramids and 
Stonehenge as ‘the most effective means of representing the numinous’ whilst 
Gadamer (T & M, 1975:138) saw architecture as ‘a proper work of art’ presenting a 
‘true increase of being’.
Husserl recognises the self-constitution of the primal ego to be more fundamental than 
the inter-subjective community of transcendental egos that constitute the "life world". 
The development of the ability to enhance ‘self-constitution’ is what is seen in this 
research as the learning point as transformation occurs. Husserl advocated 
phenomenological reflection which investigates what is meant in consciousness and 
how it is meant -  it reflects upon its own conscious life and also upon that of the 
intended object. The reason this thesis does not concentrate simply on what Husserl 
says is because its objective is also to investigate what lies beyond the conscious, and 
also beyond ordinary reflection, although that is a very important and necessary 
concept in order to understand and to act upon our experiences in order to translate 
them into action.
We find also that mystery and ecstasy are part of the experience of the sacred and 
therefore disclosure is also part of the sacred. As Tillich (1951:130) says, “revelation 
is the manifestation of the depth of reason and the ground of being. It points to the 
mystery of existence and to our ultimate concern. It is independent of what science
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and history say about the conditions in which it appears, and it cannot make science 
and history dependent upon itself. No conflict between different dimensions is 
possible. Reason receives revelation in miracles and ecstasy; but reason is not 
destroyed by revelation, just as revelation is not emptied by reason.” He also adds 
that there are some ‘immoveable points of reference’ such as the position of Jesus in 
the Christian religion but the ‘act of referring is never the same since new generations 
with new potentialities of reception enter the correlation and transform it.” This is 
the thesis’s position also: and the metaphor of the peeling of the onion and unfolding 
layers of meaning or adding layers of understanding is equally apt in this instance. 
However, this needs to be brought into the light within context of the concept of 
learning and this has been the aim of the thesis.
In this thesis, we have introduced learning that happens beyond consciousness and we 
do not see intuition and imagination only as ‘mental acts’ as Kant did. We see them 
as belonging to the emotional and spiritual realm which is the realm of ‘creative 
imagination’ according to Ibn ‘Arabi (Chittick, 1989) and is imagination that 
emanates from a higher state of being. We do encounter moments of intuition in our 
physical lives, and these moments of the sacred can be so fleeting that often we do not 
grasp them immediately because, as the American poet Wadsworth once noted, “the 
world is too much with us” and often we fail to recognise their significance. We 
know that life is more than the physical condition and we have seen several examples 
of intuition from a spiritual source in this thesis.
The thesis has shown that the human being has an unimaginable and infinite capacity 
for spiritual and intellectual growth and is able to go much farther that even 
Descartes’ view of the self as an ‘intuitive-thinking being who doubts, understands, 
affirms, denies, wishes for and against, senses, imagines’ as Moustakas (1994:32) has 
said. Descartes goes on to say that ‘art and the gamut of aesthetic experience [which 
would include architecture] provide the sole remaining glimpse of transcendence’. 
The ‘sole’ glimpse might be open to debate but there is no mistaking his meaning. It 
is just such an experience that describes the sacred because it takes us beyond 
experience itself, beyond conceptual thought, into a world of imagination and the 
invisible.
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Harris (1988) has likened this to the experience of beauty which he believes people 
are reluctant to talk about in the same way that we heard respondents articulate why 
people are reticent about the sacred. Both are intertwined whether the beauty is dark 
or light. It is because these experiences of the sacred and beauty affect people so 
intensely and often reach the innermost core of the being as well as ‘our 
understanding of life and who we are’ (Harries, 1993) that people are reluctant to 
publicly verbalise their feelings and experiences. But simply because people hold 
these experiences private does not mean they do not have them and that is why this 
research has been necessary. Everyone has experience of the sacred -  it is to how 
open we are to these experiences and how aware we are that we need to direct our 
attention, hence the research question, 'can we leam the sacred*. It has also been 
very important to know how we experience, accept and identify these happenings. 
This learning, although covert and latent to begin, is of the essence in its impact upon 
our total beings because it engages our emotions, our intellect, our imagination and 
finally if we remain open to the process, the transformation can even ‘dawn’ upon us 
cognitively.
We see beauty and love as companions to morality -  both Schopenhauer and 
Murdoch would have agreed -  and therefore, as we have understood from the thesis, 
as constituent elements of the sacred. Grossetette, a 13* century philosopher, saw 
light as a simple unity and beautiful in itself and therefore beauty could be seen as a 
‘harmony of proportions’ (Harris, 1993:21, Hirji, 2006). Thomas Aquinas, also of the 
13* century, saw beauty as having three defining characteristics, namely wholeness, 
harmony and radiance. These are characteristics that can be applied as well to 
sculpture and architecture as to painting. The only way we can articulate such 
experiences or even store them away in memory is to cross over the limits placed 
upon us by speech and to nurture them in the spirit. But even more appropriately and 
indisputably, they can be applied to the ineffable experience. These experiences 
become sacred to us. As we saw in the previous chapter, if we take light as an 
example, this is not simply physical light, it includes intellectual, spiritual and moral 
illumination which is seen as knowledge; light is the dispeller of darkness and 
knowledge is the dispeller of ignorance. It is widely agreed that the impact of works 
of art is not simply sensory but also brings about insight, inspiration and challenge
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and we have now seen that impact very distinctly on people’s experience of the sacred 
and the spiritual. The impact of “implicit knowledge” (Habermas, 1984:336)?
We return to what Otto (1923) has said about the Other as something “outside the 
self” and which I questioned in Chapter I: that within the context of the thesis we can 
feel an easy identification with the feeling quality of ‘numinous’ but not with the 
position that it is ‘outside the self as an object removed although it is not a subjective 
hallucination either. The quality of numinous or the knowingness that one feels in 
profound moments or even moments of synchronicity which happen all the time, 
exists within the self which is housed within the knowing self. If one was to accept 
that this knowing self has a direct and intensely personal link with the Absolute or the 
Universal Soul or the Universal Intellect, then there is no difficulty is accepting that 
of necessity all the other dimensions of the self are in service to the human being’s 
knowing soul which emanates from the Universal Intellect. However, there is nothing 
easy about this relationship - not the relationship of the knowing soul with that of the 
Universal Intellect nor that of the human being’s knowing self with the other 
dimensions of the self. Hence, the difficulty lies, not only in understanding this 
dimension of interaction, but even in recognising that there is a dynamic, because it is 
normally so invisible to our sensory or perceptual field, that to an un-inquiring mind, 
there is no such dynamic at work.
Yet now, having come through the process of the thesis, we see that there is no real 
difficulty in understanding this at all once we are aware of the constant presence of 
this dynamic in every aspect of our lives. We talked about this ‘semiological legacy’ 
in Chapter XI. The ‘not knowing’ gave rise to a very important question because we 
now understand it to be encompassed within the ‘knowing’. It is this that the concept 
of latent learning identifies with and which I now feel I can define with suitable 
gravitas as 'hidden knowledge, implicit through its be-ing and emerging as 
understanding at the nexus of experience o f the sacred and tacit interpretation 
through involuntary discernment*. This may also be described as the nexus of the 
inner and outer experience, the intelligible and sensible entities, the hidden, spiritual 
{batin) and the manifest, physical {zahir) worlds, within context of the macrocosm 
and microcosm that is the human being. It is implicit and buried and ‘hidden’ like a 
hidden quality
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Polanyi’s (1966) tacit knowledge and Jarvis’s (1992) pre-conscious learning are the 
closest examples to latent learning that I have encountered so far within the context of 
learning, the difference being that latent learning, as it is meant in this thesis, 
originates beyond either of those levels, through the realm of intuition, far beyond 
consciousness which is a mental faculty and beyond the pre-conscious which I 
understand to be a level between the conscious and the unconscious. Latent learning, 
as we now know, originates from beyond, and through, the realm of intuition, 
imagination and inspiration and from the spiritual world. Crucially, it is a ‘given’ 
form of learning, not an ‘acquired’ learning, in a sense. The experience and the 
learning are both given and in our taken-for-grantedness of everyday life, these two 
acts are almost indistinguishable as we have seen. It is an inspirational and 
involuntary way of learning from experience that enables a significant level of 
knowledge to be accessed. It allows access into the realm of the innermost dimension 
of the self and can be understood to proceed from the ‘unknown’ part of the Self -  the 
‘unknown’ which becomes manifest so as to be understood. As Ibn 'Arabi puts it: 
“the existence attributed to the created thing is the Being of God, since the possible 
has no existence. However, the essences of the possible are receptacles for the 
manifestation of this Being” (Chittick, 1989) hence the search for meaning and 
essences. This is an exciting understanding of ‘how we leam’ that is intended as part 
of the thesis’s contribution to existing theories of learning and, more particularly, to 
the complexity of the concept of learning
Understanding how one responds to experiences and where those responses originate, 
can lead to a deeper appreciation of the concept of learning through the 
phenomenological/hermeneutic approach, which allows for the discovery of the 
essences and levels of meaning of experiences, as well as through understanding of 
how we constmct our lifeworlds. Chittick (1998:7) in discussing the principles of Ibn 
‘Arabi’s (12* century) cosmology, talks about the Prophet Muhammad’s famous 
saying ‘He who knows [arafa] himself [sic] knows his [sic] Lord’. Much of the 
knowledge that we have gained from the thesis also points to this insight and therefore 
part of our definition of Knowledge is that we must gain wisdom and understanding 
of ourselves -  a complete knowledge - before we can gain tme Knowledge of beyond 
the self. This learning about oneself accesses not only the rational and reasoning
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aspects of the self but also the most inner recesses of the mind, the heart and the soul. 
We seek to know the signs within ourselves as well as within the environment with 
the ultimate aim of knowing God but which also means realising our own potential in 
both the inner and outer worlds. The ‘self according to Ibn ‘Arabi ‘is one’s basic 
dalil, one’s proof or signifier of God* (Chittick, 1998:7). He goes on to talk about 
how this knowledge of the self is achieved by the rational faculty {aql) through its 
power of remembrance (dhikr), which in the ‘philosophical sciences is called the 
‘remembering faculty’, i.e., memory, about which we have talked in earlier chapters.
We have seen how connected our inner worlds are, not just to the physical but also 
with other inner dimensions. Imagination acts as a form of reality that draws meaning 
from our inner world and brings it to our conscious attention. In Chapter II, Gadamer 
states (1976:12) that “the real power of hermeneutical consciousness is our ability to 
see what is questionable” and it is imagination that has a natural “hermeneutical 
function and serves the sense for what is questionable”. My experiences bring up one 
observation time and again -  and that is that, whether we are conscious of it or not, 
most of us live our lives in our imaginations, not in the world of facts and figures, that 
is the physical world. We really live in the worlds we create for ourselves, the 
interpretations we make of the symbols we see around us, every sign is a symbol 
which we interpret according to our level of understanding and our intellectual 
capacity, through our experiences and the transformations we go through -  that is our 
real world, and therefore, this world of imagination and creativity is the emotional, the 
spiritual and the inner world. After all, according to Gadamer (1976) what we seek to 
discover through hermeneutics is the ‘universal relatedness of being that is concealed 
from human eyes’ and which therefore needs to be discovered. Following on from 
this point, if the world we really live in most of the time is the imaginai world, then 
surely, learning from that inner world must be the norm? Living by its impressions 
and its manifestations, and its experiences? Surely then, learning the sacred, 
whenever and wherever, is not so far-fetched?
These are the fundamental truths that we feed into when we are open and receptive to 
our environments, both inner and outer. Perhaps the sacred has become hidden in the 
secularization of our present times but not quite lost? Whilst I would agree that 
culture plays an inevitable and very significant role in the way that religious discipline
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is imbibed -  Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, Islam and others all bear 
testimony to that - 1 would be less ready to believe that it is an ongoing influence as 
far as spirituality is concerned as once certain levels have been transcended, there is 
no specific cultural influence -  also borne out by a number of respondents.
Earlier in the thesis and in the previous chapter, we looked at the symbol and 
language, in particular, to try and explain the ineffable, but found language to be 
inadequate. It is a subjective and arbitrary symbol and is therefore limited in terms of 
constructions of meaning and linguistics. It is almost a one-off representational 
symbol because the moment it has been said, the word has been used and cannot be 
renewed and recreated as we can the sacred. As Heraclitus said, we cannot step into 
the same river twice. However, we can capture the sacred and repeat the experience 
and therefore recreate it in the process. This is why we need the symbol to represent 
it so that it can act as a reminder and very importantly, to give the experience 
substance. As we saw in Chapter V, Gadamer (1976:29) states that the 
‘hermeneutical experience is prior to all methodological alienation because it is the 
matrix out of which arise the questions that it then directs to science’. Scientists 
whilst accepting hermeneutical reflection as unavoidable, see it more in terms of 
Habermas’s (1984) self-reflecting exercise by ‘controlled alienation’. But how could 
an understanding that arises from an ineffable experience be subject to ‘controlled 
alienation’? We know now that this is not possible and we see why the perspective of 
methodological agnosticism has not been able to provide a secular explanation.
There is an intertwining of identities in which the spiritual and material aspects of life 
are totally connected and impact upon each other although the predominant one must 
be the spiritual aspect because it governs lived reality. Values and attitudes are 
informed by internal identities and in fact, one of the key concepts propounded by 
Rumi in his works in the 13* century was that of personal identity - there is no 
dichotomy between one’s spiritual and material lives, ethics and morality might be 
spiritual values but they govern attitudes and behaviour which are manifested in 
action.
It is important to reiterate here that human existence is complex and full of seeming 
‘unknowables’ and therefore my six-year-old experience reflected something
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profound about the human condition. We have explored this throughout the thesis as 
a complex and multi-dimensional condition in which all key concepts play an 
interconnected role and have questioned the taken-for-granted dimension of 
experience. We have also questioned why we see this as ‘normal’. We have since 
understood that it was the mystery and the awe of the experience that kept my own 
experience in the forefront of my mind and that the process of reflection, 
contemplation an understanding enabled transformation after each experience. I 
know that a lasting legacy of that six-year-old experience has been that I have never 
accepted things at face value and have always believed that there is more than the eye 
could see, that we need to look beyond the obvious to leam further. An important 
thing emerged from this legacy with subsequent experiences -  that the tacit 
interpretation that takes place in the inner being in the moment of experience has 
much to offer in the way of learning and that this can be made more transparent and 
used to enrich our lifeworlds. However, we now understand that this learning 
originates far beyond what is obvious and to acquire an understanding of this, it has 
been necessary to go beyond the preconceived notion of how we leam and to 
understand how we experience what is not obvious, such as the ineffable. We 
understand the value of Bergson’s (1913) edict that we cannot confine God to à 
producing function because that would remove Him from the world which we inhabit 
and God does not remain away from his Creation for even an instant - He lives in the 
smile of a child, in the pages of a book, in the majesty of the waves, in the suffering 
and the joys of human beings, and most of all, in the intellect, unveiling grace in 
extraordinary moments and releasing it continuously so that for the disceming there is 
never a moment when they and Creation itself are not being transformed or renewed. 
This is the teaming that, if recognised, could yield untapped magic and wisdom.
The spiritual tmth which we seek is ineffable and therefore not of this world -  
equally, it stretches into etemity, as does the soul, but the body is physical and it dies. 
Therefore, the response to the search for the tmth must be carried out twofold -  both 
physically and spiritually, hence the non-dichotomous nature of the total human being 
-  the inner and the outer must work together and it is here, at the nexus of the inner 
and the outer that we find that knowledge. We also find that this happens to us 
continuously but without our constant conscious awareness. But the teaming is not 
lost because it is in potential, and therefore it is present within the being. And we see
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here, the difference between these two concepts. It is the intrinsic ‘hidden quality’ of 
the sacred that is what latent learning is all about and it is the most exciting idea in 
terms of learning that this thesis is putting forward. We have seen this come through 
the chapters on experience, on the nature and meaning of learning, through that of 
meaning, the chapter on the sacred and through the chapters on symbol and the 
building and architecture.
The experiences of the respondents have added comprehension to the idea of latent 
learning so that we are able to see it more clearly through their examples. The 
philosophies of the ‘poetic consciousness’ (Bachelard, 1964) and of the mutual 
dependency between the inner/outer and the subject/object, and very importantly of 
the spiritual and the physical, have enabled us to see this concept with greater clarity. 
It is the knowledge of the intellect encompassing the spiritual that is the crux of the 
matter and is in a sense ‘beyond this world’ (beyond ‘transcendence from within this 
world’ and requiring also the ‘transcendence from without’?) meaning that it is not of 
the world as we understand our physical world. But our spiritual world goes far 
beyond the physical world and therefore both are necessary to enable us to access that 
truth. Perhaps we do need that ‘God’s eye view’ that we talked about (Chapter I)? 
Once again, we see that methodological agnosticism does not have the answers. 
Good deeds, sacrifice, support for others, generosity, compassion, all these qualities 
which are the pillars of faith, are tools towards that goal. If these qualities are all 
pillars of faith, we are already living within faith as these are also elements that we 
encounter in everyday life and living. That goal is what I have equated with 
knowledge and which in the spiritual sense as I understand it is ‘light’.
It is now possible for us to understand the concept of light as knowledge as well as a 
form of aesthetics, not only as in the nature of art but also in the context of its 
symbolism. Ibn Sina (Avicenna, b. 980), one of the most important exponents of 
Neoplatonic metaphysics in the Muslim world as well as a politician, a theoretician 
and a physician, as we saw earlier, says of beauty and light: ‘For all beauty which is 
suitable and goodness which one perceives, that one loves and desires, the principle of 
perceiving them relies on the senses, imagination, the estimative faculty, conjecture 
and the intellect’ (Gonzalez, 2001:5).
©Naznin Hirji 2007 365
Both action and inaction, as James (1902:404) elaborates on the practice of the Sufis, 
whether internal or external, is ‘illumined by the light which proceeds from the 
prophetic source’. Khusraw sees this as knowledge and action and it is when prayer is 
offered with humility, as we have said before, that grace is drawn into the being as an 
endless stream of inspiration that makes the learning effortless and which enables the 
transformation of this learning into an understandable form of knowledge.
Aga Khan IV in his Speech to the Asia Society, New York, in 1979 said that the Sura 
of Light from the Qur'an (Yusuf Ali, 1989, 24:35) indicates:
We are to give this light to all. hi that spirit 
all that we leam will belong to the world
This was echoed by the Prince of Wales at the Visual Islamic & Traditional Arts 
Degree Show 1998 at The Prince of Wales’s Institute of Architecture in London:
We need to use the Millennium to reawaken our capacity to rejoice in all creation, to 
celebrate the glorious richness of God’s world and to re-establish our spiritual 
foundations which we can draw from the great religious traditions. We need to see 
and sense the spark of the spirit in everything; to leam from the things that have gone 
wrong, to come to value and cherish our world, its history and mysteries, its treasures 
and wonders. The sense of spiritual renewal is something which has to originate in 
our hearts not in our minds.
We heard the Aga Khan make the same plea earlier in the chapter when he used the 
architectural space as the lasting symbol within which to embrace those spiritual 
truths. He says, “Man is answerable to God” and that “we must leave the world a 
better place”, that we are entmsted with its stewardship. If, as is understood by the 
Prince of Wales, echoing the core of this thesis, this spiritual renewal originates in the 
heart not the head, then we need to pay special attention to our hearts and the 
messages that emanate from there. The emotion, the imagination, the non-verbal, the 
unspoken, none of these are physical acts, yet they are the tools of our perceptions and 
if we are to take this further as espoused by the thesis, into the realm of the ineffable 
and the unknown, then we need to take it into the realm of the Intellect, because that
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is where the experience of the sacred is best understood and where, once its knowing 
is awakened, it resides as latent learning.
Another interesting insight came to light - if it is possible that human beings who are 
finite mortal beings yet have been given the capacity within their very compact 
physical space to contain the kind of intricate anatomical structure that is a miracle in 
itself, then it makes one wonder why it is not possible for those same human beings 
whose physical structures are as nothing and of no use without their inner beings 
which give their bodies life, to have the capability within themselves to expand 
infinitely considering there are no physical boundaries to the spirit and the mind. We 
see this reflected quite significantly in the structure of the building also. Respondent 
E described the above concept beautifully when he said of his inner being during his 
moment of experience of the unknown that 'anyone could fit into that space* and then 
quite unconsciously repeated the same idea when he talked of the capacity of the 
building’s qualities: 'anything could fit  into that space* thereby illustrating how
buildings can represent or emulate people or become a metaphor. We see here that 
concept of expansion that we discussed earlier in the chapter.
We leam here something of great value -  that the architect creates more than a 
building. His design brings forth an idea which may seem to assume a physical form, 
yet is almost something that can change shape according to the person experiencing it. 
Every interpretation is giving it new form, every experience is making into something 
else, thereby renewing it every time it is experienced. The thought is quite awe­
inspiring the more one reflects upon it. But once again, it is the awareness of the vast 
possibilities contained within the experience of the building that open up these 
findings -  another facet of the sacred. Within the building, just as in a person’s mind 
or spirit, we are enabled to make interconnections and significant learning takes place 
there, sharing with different communities, the diversity and plurality of people who 
meet here which therefore creates a much bigger thing than the building itself.
14.2.10 One Faith Community
This points us to the fact that maybe, having analysed several experiences of the 
ineffable and discussed this with the respondents, there is a more widespread
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connection to be made between the various, everyday encounters with the sacred and 
God or a Higher Being than is usually known or perhaps even admitted? All 
respondents made this connection - Muslims, Christians, Jews, Mormons, Hindus and 
others - all were also quite categorical about the possibility of experiencing this across 
religions, there was no sense of such experiences belonging to any one faith alone.
The following example is a clear illustration of what lies at the heart of all faith 
communities: Solomon ben Gabirol (1022-1058, Encyclopaedia Britannica) has said: 
“Just as corporeal existence, in its essence and form, reflects spiritual existence, so the 
enveloping capacity of spiritual qualities corresponds to physical envelopment, since 
the lower is always in imitation of the higher .... Thus we may say that the spiritual 
substance embraces the corporeal, because the latter, by its very nature, exists within 
it, just as all bodies exist within the One Heavenly body.” It is significant that these 
words come from a Jewish philosopher, yet the essence of the belief is an echo of 
Muslim and Christian philosophy also.
This points us again to the fusion of the methodical thought of Aristotle and the 
contemplative approach of Plato which we encountered in Chapter VI and which are 
both vital to enable the merging of the intellectual discipline and contemplative spirit, 
as proposed by this thesis as part of the learning approach. This finding was possible 
through the mix of respondents that was made available to me as part of my sample 
by the gatekeeper in Calgary. This is an important insight and validates further the 
contribution of this research and provides the nucleus for further research in this area 
which at this point in time, within the global arena, would be a crucial contribution, 
building on the objectives of this research which places the sacred at the heart of 
learning. The lesson and the message is clear - the conflicts that are generally and 
randomly attributed to religion really belong to the differences in and history of 
political ideologies - not to the community of faith.
How then, did the respondents view this exercise of digging deep into their memories 
of experiences of the unknown that are inevitably difficult to recall but also rarely 
brought into the light?
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14.2.11 Interview as a Learning Experience
The interviews, which enabled the respondents to revisit experiences they had had but 
had not been consciously aware of or visited before or questioned, appeared to be a 
journey in itself for each of them. The data gathering which included existing 
literature, texts, my own and others’ experiences was uniquely suited to the research 
as was the method which used the building as the context. This generated an 
immense richness of creativity within the process for both the interviewee and the 
researcher. All the criteria stated in the chapter on methodology in favour of this 
method have held true. As B (pi9) said: “I found the discussion fascinating, I always 
do ...And the question I have always is, where did we go wrong, what happened? “ 
Obviously there appears to be something that B feels that we, as society and human 
beings, need to re-assess, another way that we can find to enable us to live more 
caringly in the world as well as to leave it a better place. Perhaps what this thesis is 
advocating -  learning the sacred -  may be highlighting one way? Perhaps we need to 
rediscover the sacred in our lives and understand the role it plays in learning to live 
life as it was meant to be lived? After all, in everything that we do, there is an 
inherent possibility to leam? Perhaps it is time to give the sacred its rightful place?
The following are some examples of the respondents views on the process:
K said: Sometimes, you know, like you said, once you meet somebody and you orate 
all this stuff, you start to realise how much you know, sometimes you don’t know!” 
A number of respondents made a similar comment about how doing the interview 
enabled them to think about their experiences which they had never done before and 
how they realised they have leamt so much from them but never knew that they 
knew. This was validating as, unasked, they were responding to the very aim of this 
thesis -  how much we leam from our indescribable experiences, but we don’t know 
that until we become aware! And for these respondents, awareness came through the 
interviews:
B: I don’t know quite how to describe to you, what it is I’m thinking. I’ve never, 
nobody’s ever asked me to ... you know, to express it verbally, but.....
E: I do think about these things but not in an organized way but you created that 
environment, a reflective environment.
C: And even with me talking about it, it is also reinforcing to me that, and it may 
have sounded like I m preaching and I hope I haven’t, this is all from my experiences, 
but what I have said today. I’d better stick to it for the rest of my life because I have 
said it with utmost faith and belief that this is the only way, so I have to ask for his 
grace everyday to keep me on that path.
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D: Thank you, N, thank you for the opportunity to share it with you.
H: Yeah, talking about experiences is marvellous though.
14.3 Conclusion: Is ‘Transcendence from Within’ Possible?
We see, therefore, that the whole process has brought about some very significant 
findings and insights with regard to experience of and learning the sacred and its 
inherent complexities. We have seen numerous examples of the transformative 
quality of such experiences and the profound impact on the various dimensions of the 
self. We used the perspective of methodological agnosticism to enable a secular 
response to the question "can we learn the sacred' and we found that it has not been 
possible to find a secular, rational explanation for the sacred or without reconciling 
‘transcendence from within’ with ‘transcendence from without’, that is, with God’s 
eye view. The only way it appears to be possible to attempt an explanation would be 
to understand ‘transcendence from within’ in the way that has been posited by this 
thesis: that the macro is already contained within the micro and that the subject 
merges within the object. This is an area with a huge potential for further research. 
In the ultimate analysis, this is what encompasses the rest of the findings. We 
examine our conclusions about the research and the implications arising out of the 
findings in the following chapter.
©Naznin Hirji 2007 370
15 Chapter XV Conclusions and Implications of the Research
We revisit our research questions of "can we learn the sacred' as well as our two 
overarching questions: are my experiences unique and what is the architect thinking 
(when he designs the building) in this chapter and examine our conclusions.
As a small child I had an experience that I did not know about or understand and had 
to rely on the faith community to give it an interpretation. All children have such 
experiences. As an adult I had similar experiences and I leamt to give it meaning from 
the theology and culture I leamt from the faith community. We do this with all 
experiences and we find that we consign the primary experience to the inner recesses 
of our memories and instead, uphold the secondary to explain the experience. 
Scholars talk about the endorsed secondary experience and not the consigned primary 
one, without even realizing that that is what is happening. The interpretation and the 
meaning given to it becomes the experience. This is understandable, not because 
language is so powerful, although it is so in the cognitive sense, but because language 
is lacking, it is limiting and can only enter certain domains to offer explanations, after 
which there is ‘nothing to say’. The rest is indescribable, hence the ineffability and 
the validity of the sacred and the spiritual realm, the complete authority of the higher 
imaginai realm, not imagination as we understand it in general terms, but the higher 
imaginai realm that belongs to the ‘beyond the horizons’ sense.
We have seen that the lure of religious and spiritual experience is the sacred part of it. 
Because once we have moved past the initial experiences of the sacred, humanity is 
One again, a Unity, because at that level of experience and learning, culture no longer 
plays a part as we have moved beyond that into the realm of the higher intellect. My 
experiences began as a six-year-old and continued through the writing of this thesis. 
At no one point was it possible to say that I had found answers - although I had found 
moments of understanding and illumination - as the process is a developmental one 
and growth continues. In the first part I theorised about my own experiences whilst in 
Part II I explored the uniqueness or otherwise of my faith community’s 
interpretations. I separated this not because of method as I cannot be separate - 1 am 
part of the process, but I attempted to do so only to highlight the importance of both.
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In the end I can argue that the possibility of the experience of the ineffable is present 
for most people even if in varying forms and degrees. In the third part I looked at 
how the sacred fits into this common experience through the meaning of the symbol, 
the holy building in particular. In the fourth, we have concluded the thesis and 
arrived at intriguing insights in the synthesis as we saw earlier.
15.1 Conclusions
Therefore, we ask the key research question, can I  learn the sacred? I can leam the 
interpretation of the sacred, I can have an experience that I can explain as I grow up, 
but although I cannot explain the primary experience which is the real experience, 
only the secondary one that is the cultural, social or theological is explicable, 
nevertheless, the fact of the experience and that of the learning are indisputable and 
therefore the answer to the question must be ‘yes, I can leam the sacred, but there is a 
caveat’. The explanation might be fallible but the experience itself is real - does this 
not mean that there is a pointer, that there is a mystery, therefore existential 
experience? Similarly, the explanation might be unsatisfactory, but the learning, 
although transcendental and latent, is real. But as we said, there is a caveat. It is 
possible to leam the sacred because the fact of the experience and our ineffable, inner 
and tacit response to it brings about an intemal teaming that is stored as latent 
teaming -  simply because we are not instantly ox fully able to label the stages within 
that lightning process of teaming does not mean it is any the less real. We may not 
know exactly how it happens but we do know that it happens because we see the 
results of it in the transformations that take place and in the advancement of our self- 
knowledge and our inner worlds as well as changes in our existing interpretations of 
our lifeworlds. The thesis has shown quite clearly the impact of experiencing 
‘mystery’ and ‘beauty’ and the building has played the part of a vehicle, a symbol that 
enables other such ineffable experiences as testified by several people. Therefore the 
experience is not in question and neither is the teaming, of which we have had 
numerous examples in the thesis. Therefore, yes, we can leam the sacred. What we 
cannot do is to articulate that process of teaming beyond a certain point. We do not 
seem able to describe either the experience or the process of teaming, however, that 
both happen is unquestionable.
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We took these experiences to others to test their relevancy and to examine their 
possible universality through the question "'are my experiences unique" and, as we 
found in the previous chapter, they are not unique. However, they are ignored and 
misunderstood, and often we choose to live in ignorance of further understanding and 
deeper meanings and experiences. We have asked in what form do human beings 
encounter the unknown and experience it and we know now that these experiences are 
possible within any context and within differing circumstances. We examined 
experiences of the respondents within context of a sense of place through a holy 
building which served as an entry point into the discussion on experience of the 
unknown. Any context they recalled was a valid one as the sacred or the spiritual 
cannot be confined to a few interpretations or to a limited range of happenings.
We began the research having realised that there is a point at which experience, 
learning and being enter into a relationship that is more often than not taken for 
granted even after new learning because that is the manner of unaware lived 
experience. We saw this in Jarvis’s model of The Transformation o f Sensations: 
Initial and Non-Reflective Learning in Chapter III (p.79). We then moved on to 
Jarvis’s theory of learning on page 82, The Transformation of the Person through 
Learning where the persons, including their mind, body and self within context of 
their lifeworlds, encounter an experience which produce sensations that cause a 
disjuncture for them. They encounter an experience which is episodic in nature 
because the fact that that causes a disjuncture for them indicates that there is a break 
in their ‘normal’ lifeworld. We see in Jarvis’s diagram that the lifeworld forms an 
external context for the persons and this lifeworld which is socially constructed, is 
impacted upon through the components which are present in that experience, those of 
emotion, cognition and action. Learning is derived in this instance of the disjuncture 
which enables them to give meaning to that experience. They give it a tacit 
interpretation which they then take for granted as they move on to the next experience 
even though a change has been effected in their selves which has caused a 
transformation at some level of being. These key stages of emotion, cognitive and 
action as well as that of memorisation show that the whole person is involved in this 
process of learning and as we have come through the thesis, we have seen this 
particular way of learning come alive through the examples of the respondents each of 
whom displayed those key stages of emotion, cognition and action as well as
©Naznin Hirji 2007 373
memorisation and contemplation, but then we found that there were other factors 
which also came into play in an experience of the sacred and that these stages of 
memorisation and contemplation had far-reaching inner depths which put them in 
another realm.
We find that we have added the dimension of the sacred to these aspects and this has 
opened up a whole realm of inner activity that includes complex processes, including 
those of ethics and morality which we discussed in Chapter III as a significant and 
inseparable part of latent learning and which plays an even more pivotal part with the 
inclusion of the dimension of the sacred. From the first moment of encounter with the 
symbol or object of experience, be it specific such as a building or more subtle such 
as beauty or the mystery, when the break in their equanimity occurs, another 
dimension of the being has already joined the equation -  that of the inner lifeworld. 
This inner lifeworld is that of the spirit and the soul which get pulled into the 
experience through the encounter with the ineffable and the unknown through the 
symbol, which is the entry point.
Perhaps the best way to present the response to the question "can we learn the 
sacred\ having described it earlier in this chapter, and having traced it broadly 
through Jarvis’s models of learning through the process of the thesis, is to do so 
diagrammatically, particularly as we focus upon the process of the ineffable 
experience, the learning and the concept of the sacred and present the all-important 
role of the symbol in this equation. The ontological reality underpinning this thesis 
has been the ongoing need to Took beyond the obvious’ and what we have done 
through this thesis is to examine that moment of extra-ordinary experience to try and 
understand the nature of the learning that is taken on board at that point and how it 
impacts upon the transformed person. It is clear that there is more to this moment 
which both Jarvis and Oakeshott have called an ‘episodic’ experience than has been 
obvious and although we began with the knowledge that learning takes place in this 
moment, we have now realised that the learning that takes place in this instance 
reaches far beyond the conscious and unconscious processes of the mind as we see in 
Fig la  below. It reaches into the realm of the spiritual and the intellect. I have found 
this moment to be a moment of truth, as I said earlier. This is a crucial understanding 
and the key focus for this thesis because this is where the sacred is encountered
©Naznin Hirji 2007 374
through experience of the extraordinary moment, the learning and the manner of that 
encounter. This process is put together in the following three diagrams (which I have 
come to regard as the Q process because of the cyclical-spiral process) for ease of 
understanding;
Fig. la  A Sacred tnlerpretaiion o f Learning: Understanding the transcendental process of learning the sacred
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We have further explored the ‘unwalled’ type of learning that has been so central to 
this research in connection with the sacred and have emerged with some significant 
insights that highlight the process of transformation. We begin with experience in our 
everyday lives and suddenly we are stopped by an extra-ordinary moment that may be 
a sensation or we may feel a presence or have stopped in awe in an encounter with 
nature, or possibly through hearing a piece of music. We find ourselves ‘removed’ 
from the temporal-spatial world and into an awareness that is timeless in that duration. 
We know now (see Fig la  above) that latent learning takes place in that moment of 
happening, simultaneously with the ineffable experience, and that inner
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transformation is effected in the spiritual and imaginai realm, that is, that part of the 
true ‘Intellect’ realm (which is at the highest level of spirituality and significantly 
different from the generally understood interpretation of the term as in the mental 
realm of ‘intelligence’) as a result of that extra-ordinary experience and the attendant 
learning. This imaginai realm includes intuition and imagination, not as Kant’s 
‘mental acts’ but as states that belong to a higher plane of being, more in terms of Ibn 
‘Arabi’s (Chittick, 1989) ‘creative imagination’ and beyond Bergson’s (1913) 
‘intuition’. Tacit interpretation therefore takes place and we give the experience inner 
meaning that is stored away in our spiritual memory. Here we see that this is not a 
mental memory that is more obviously available to us during the normal course of our 
activities but a deep, almost vault-like spiritual memory that holds these inner 
meanings for us. We realise that this inner transformation which settles into our 
spiritual memory is bound up with our intrinsic code of conduct in terms of ethics and 
morality (part of how we leam: Chapter III and IV) which we hold as an internal 
frame of reference and which govern our interpretations and the way we make sense 
of those experiences. And we do this within context of our individual cultures and 
our communities within which we live and through which we are socialised. We 
recall ‘memory’ which is not simply of the ‘information stored’ kind but of the 
‘knowledge gained’ kind. These two stages of spiritual memory and the ethical/moral 
stages enable us to undergo an inner contemplation that references almost ‘forgotten’ 
interpretations and meanings and that enable recall and recollection of those inner 
meanings.
We asked earlier whether reflection on this type of experience brought about 
transformation in the self and we found that this theme came up for all of the 
respondents in their moments of recollection and they realised, with surprise, that the 
transformations they had undergone over a number of years, through different 
circumstances and within different contexts, in reality stemmed from their 
experiences of the profound. This is where our conscious processes tap into those 
unconscious and pre-conscious layers and enable us to reflect on our experiences and 
we begin to become more consciously aware of ‘what we have gone through’. We are 
not able to necessarily articulate this but we have a certain awareness of our souls 
having been ‘touched’ and all that surrounds us in that intemal moment. There is a 
fusion of the inner and outer experiences and we are left transformed -  this is what
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happened to me as a six-year-old in that very first experience of the ineffable where 
the inner and the outer experiences fused into a special memory. Jarvis also talks of a 
‘changed’ person post-experience in his theories of learning. From these experiences 
come our responses in terms of transformed attitudes and behaviours, not monumental 
changes but there is inevitably a kind of transformation because no kind of encounter 
can leave one unchanged. Even a simple, passing encounter with another person or 
object can be transforming, as can an unexpected smile.
How then do we leam through these disjunctures, these breaks, which mark our 
moments of teaming? What we have realised through this research is that these 
experiences point us to symbols, that in the ultimate analysis, it has not been possible 
to explain or describe the ineffable experience without reference to religious discourse 
or to the spiritual. We see also, very importantly, that the meaning we give to these 
experiences merge with the experience itself so that the experience becomes the 
meaning, the symbol becomes that which it symbolises. This is how leaming that is 
initially undertaken transcendentally and tacitly, manifests itself through the meaning 
we give our experiences and becomes awareness of experience of the sacred. We 
engage in deep reflection and conscious mental activity that brings about a fusion of 
our inner and outer experiences as we see in more detail below. This is where outer 
transformation takes place, affecting our attitudes and therefore our behaviour until 
we encounter another such experience and we spiral into another cycle of 
experiencing the ineffable. Although the experience is ineffable and inner, our outer 
lifeworlds are socially constmcted with all its related influences, as we have seen in 
Jarvis’s model.
This brings up an important question; how far-reaching is cultural influence on these 
experiences that we call the ‘sacred’? Life, as Jarvis says, is endowed, within the 
tradition of larger leaming, with subjective meanings by the individual and different 
triggers work for different people, however, one significant insight emerged that, 
different faith persuasions notwithstanding, whether Christian, Muslim, Jewish or 
other, such experiences, after a certain point, appeared to be similar, and engendered 
identical feelings of ‘we are all similar, religion is the difference’. How then did they 
interpret their experiences and how did they identify the leaming experience for 
themselves? We leamt here that the only way to articulate the sacred was through the
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symbol, that is the caveat in the response ‘yes, we can learn the sacred'. Without the 
symbol, there is nothing to uphold and promote that profound experience so that it can 
be re-created and re-experienced by others. But also very importantly, without the 
symbol, there is no way to even refer to the sacred. The symbol affords us the 
experience and therefore the leaming of the sacred, as we see below in Fig lb, where 
we unpack the inner activity which is normally lightning quick but which we see here 
in a kind of slow motion: what we are exploring in this second diagram is this 
intemal, unaware process, and in particular, I have separated the stage of ‘latent 
leaming’ from that of the ‘ineffable experience’ which as I said earlier and showed in 
Fig la, happen in the same moment of extra-ordinary awareness and within a nano­
second. I am separating these two key simultaneously happening stages only for the 
purpose of disclosing the other two stages that take place within that simultaneity, as 
can be seen in the diagram below.
Fig . 1 b A Sacred Interprétation o f Learning: The roie o f the sym bo l in the process o f leam ing the sacred
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We know now that it is the encounter with the symbol that triggers the ineffable 
experience. We have discussed in the thesis the signs on the horizons of our lifeworld 
which include the religious, and those of Creation, the natural world, the beauty and 
understanding of which often unfolds these experiences for human beings. This 
encounter with the symbol brings about the ineffable and immanent experience that is 
the primary experience for us which includes what I have called transcendental 
leaming earlier in the thesis (which is the precursor to latent leaming), all within the 
space of a breath. And it is then that we encounter grace, which is that profound 
moment of sacredness which is the transformative moment. It is in this moment also 
that the merging of the subject and object occurs and it is here that we ‘lose 
ourselves’. We have an expanded experience that creates an illumination within our 
beings and brings about total equilibrium for that moment, a perfect balance between 
our spiritual and material lives. We are not consciously aware of this but our inner 
eye is, and this is that part that I have called consciousness beyond consciousness and 
where we unfold another layer of meaning. This enables us to gain further insight and 
knowledge of our own selves in terms of comprehension but we also apprehend in 
that moment, our deep connection with the ‘Other’. We now understand the meaning 
of Kant’s statement (cf Otto: 1923:113): “though all our knowledge begins with 
experience, it by no means follows that all rises out o/experience; and also, Otto’s 
“the numinous ...does not arise out o/them, only by their means" even though he 
acknowledges the absolute necessity of the sensory and the empirical of the natural 
world. Otto says that “we find, that is, involved in the numinous experience, beliefs 
and feelings qualitatively different from anything that ‘natural’ sense-perception is 
capable of giving us”. Latent leaming of the indescribable unknown takes place and 
we are able to give this experience at least a partial interpretation that allows us to 
take cognizance of the happening and the knowledge gained.
This is when we attempt to make sense of our experience and in this sense-making we 
have our secondary experience through which we attempt to find answers, even if 
partial, sometimes through our faith community’s theological and cultural systems, 
sometimes simply through our social conditioning (which also includes cultural 
understandings) and we come to another realisation -  that we cannot after all, 
articulate the exact ineffable experience, that it is not possible to fully describe it, and 
we find that both language and culture are limited and limiting in their articulations,
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but yet the symbol has afforded us that experience. Language is also a symbol but it 
is arbitrary, and as I have said earlier, the moment a word has been said, it is already 
found to be incomplete. This is where the building is open to ongoing interpretation. 
We become aware of the potential that is within us, because although we do not have 
full articulation in terms of language, we know that through the symbol and the 
engagement with that symbol, and following that, with experience and leaming, that 
we have been indelibly transformed at each stage of that process (see Fig Ic below). 
We carry that transformation within us until we come across another object that 
spirals us into another such cycle.
And so we see that:
The experience might be ineffable and ungraspable but that does not alter the fact of 
the experience.
The leaming may be transcendental and latent but the fact of the leaming is 
indisputable.
The sacred may be a spiritual quality and seemingly unknowable, but the experience 
and leaming of the sacred is unquestionable.
The symbolic may be a cultural interpretation but that does not take away the meaning 
of what it symbolises and therefore its articulation.
We see this in the following diagram. Fig Ic:
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15.2 Implications and Reflections
We have seen that language is limiting and limited, and that beyond a certain point, it 
is simply impossible to linguistically capture the essence of the experience: ‘there are 
no words to describe it’, is often what people say. ‘Something there’ is sometimes the 
limits of language. The ‘wholly other’, says Otto, ‘ultra-rational divinely bestowed 
knowledge’ says Al-Hakim, ‘Light’ says Rumi and ‘wisdom of the heart’ says 
Khusraw. We have no choice but to refer to symbols -  that is the only way we can 
attempt to explain what we know is the inexplicable, and therefore, what we are 
saying is that this experience is not just beyond language, it is also beyond culture -  
there might not be an explanation in terms of description but there is one agreement -  
that it can only be explained through religious discourse, and therefore, 
methodological agnosticism as a perspective has served to highlight this. Even 
Habermas has had to admit that there is no secular explanation for such experiences. 
Dussel saw the ‘others’ as excluded within Habermas’s parameters of ‘transcendence 
from within’ however, it is clear now, having come through the synthesis, that in 
reality they cannot be so excluded because the ‘alterity’, or the infinite otherness of 
the Other individual, a concept originally theorised by Levinas (1961:33), is not only 
an individual otherness but part of Infinity itself, and therefore part of the inner and 
outer worlds. We find that not only can a ‘transcendence from within’ (as ‘in the
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world’) not exist in isolation, but that there has to be a ‘transcendence from without’, 
a ‘God’s eye view’ or at least a reference to the ‘Other’ for the simple reason that 
there is no other explanation. The ‘within’ is encompassed in the ‘without’ but so is 
the universal as a macro encompassed in the particular as micro. This is the 
overriding position if we see the ‘transcendence from within’ in a different context 
and that is the context of human potentiality (rather than ‘in the world’) which has the 
capacity to hold both the macro and the micro within itself. If this concept were to be 
juxtaposed with Spinoza’s ‘acquiescence in one’s self (Arendt, 1971,1978:191) there 
could be some very interesting findings, but that must remain a topic for future 
research.
Within the argument that even language is limited, we find that this is not so only 
within speech and articulation but in thought and consciousness also, and therefore 
that which has not been consciously perceived or thought of cannot be brought out in 
spoken or written language. This is why there is, what 1 have called, a consciousness 
beyond consciousness, that informs consciousness as we know it, of which we might 
become quite knowledgeable but this consciousness beyond consciousness is 
something that is felt, that descends upon us, rather like the Light that we have talked 
about. The difference between these two analogies is that this ‘beyond’ 
consciousness is present in the human being and is the originator of the primary 
interpretation in the moment of happening (see Figs. la  and lb above). It imbues the 
experience with meaning, deeper and beyond the contextual cultural meaning within 
which the human being lives and develops. This is the consciousness that the 
language of the sacred in the form of art can make manifest. As Murdoch (1997) has 
said, what the imagination produces is sensuous and mysterious, ambiguous and 
particular - art is cognition in another mode. It might have been argued that if it is 
that far beyond understandable consciousness then how can it be identified or even 
acknowledged, much less accessed? This thesis is the response to that question - 
where the human being as a ‘being-with-oneself is able to experience the ineffable. 
It is the intemal relationship which human beings have with themselves and that 
awakens this consciousness beyond consciousness that makes experience of the 
ineffable open to a level of recognition. The interpretation one makes in the moment 
of happening in experience comes from this place. As Murdoch (1971:67) says, “The 
apprehension of beauty, in art or in nature, often in fact seems to us like a temporally
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located spiritual experience which is a source of good energy”. Just for a moment, we 
sometimes glimpse something we have ‘forgotten’, behind a veil or through a window 
which then closes, perhaps instances of what Plato called ‘anamnesis’, that is, 
‘memory of what we did not know we knew’, one of the pointers that arose out of Part 
1 of the thesis also.
This has the stamp of a spiritual connection which I see as different, although not 
necessarily always separate, from a religious one which I consider to be of a more 
doctrinal or institutional composition. It is this effect upon us which, instead of being 
the normal experience, has become the abnormal experience, that makes us want to 
protect the experience and keep it ‘special’. Because it affects the spiritual self as 
well as the physical self, we file these experiences away as ‘sacred’. Perhaps it is this 
very care with which we regard such an experience that separates it from others and is 
kept in a space within our hearts and minds that is for special ‘events’ so that we do 
not lose them in the myriad other experiences we encounter. However, if we were to 
realise that these experiences can become the norm and see them as continuous, then 
we could restore such experiences to their status of normal rather than abnormal. We 
began by questioning the transposing of these two states of the normal and the 
abnormal and have now arrived at the point where we understand what has happened 
and we have now moved beyond that question to understand that the human being is 
only ‘becoming’ firstly, through a divine order, and secondly, that this is not the end. 
That is only a state of lived reality in the end. What is real is Bergson’s (1913) state 
of dureé (that is, the state itself, not the parameters of ‘duration’) not simply in terms 
of time, but even more truly, when, not if, adapted to apply to the state of living in 
faith, living in God, or simply living in a state of simultaneous submission and 
suspension. This can happen if the intellect perceives things not so much within the 
condition of duration as within the infinity of eternity and in an ‘infinite and eternal’ 
mode of being, or in perceiving things it does without reference to their number or 
duration. If it were to perceive them in what we call a ‘normal’ state, it would see 
them in a determinate number, duration and quantity. And there is one element that 
this thesis has brought out that is a crucial requirement to this effort -  and that is the 
role of the intellect as linked to the spiritual. We know now that it is ineffable and it 
is a grace that causes transformation of the self on many levels.
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We see, therefore, that the sacred (or spiritual) interpretation that we give to leaming 
appears to offer the most comprehensive interpretation of leaming. After all, if Jarvis 
(1987:1) says that ‘at the heart of life itself is the process of leaming’ and I say that 
the ‘sacred resides at the heart of learning’ then it follows quite naturally that the 
sacred resides at the heart of life itself. We see that there is no culture involved at the 
experiencing or the leaming stage, it only becomes involved at the interpretation 
stage, and therefore, we can only articulate it through symbols. We see therefore, that 
symbols take on an existential tension and that, as we come to the parameters of this 
thesis, we understand that although the sacred can be experienced directly and latent 
leaming takes place in that moment of experience, the sacred can only be initially 
accessed consciously and conceptually as a symbol, that my experiences and my 
leaming and my interpretations, all point me to beyond myself, beyond the cosmos 
and certainly beyond the ‘transcendence from within’. It points to a reference point 
outside any that I have encountered within the context of the methodological agnostic 
perspective and I have no recourse but to invoke God or the ‘absolute Other’, because 
in the end I have to say that there must be a Being that is greater than any other, who 
created the world on an evolving basis and whose presence enables the world to exist. 
In the end I have to say that methodological agnosticism could not provide the 
answers I sought (on the one hand) because, even though I adopted that perspective, 
neither the respondents nor any scholars could explain these experiences without 
recourse to religious discourse or discourse that reaches to a Universal Intellect. On 
the other hand, it has served to highlight very significantly that the vocabulary we use 
in attempting to describe or explain our experiences of the unknown, almost by 
necessity it seems, uses a language that references the ‘absolute Other’. We seem to 
know of no other way of explaining the inexplicable because there is an immanence in 
religious experience that cannot be separated from the whole human being, which is 
also why I cannot agree with Otto that the ‘Other’ is an object outside the self. I do 
not, however, see any difficulty in adopting a religio-philosophical approach within 
this context, much as the Arab philosophers did in the 12* and 13* centuries.
In the end I have come full circle to an extent -  I began with ‘I-with-oneself (Hirji, 
2004), coming in with my history of past experiences, encounters, interpretations and 
meanings, holding the ‘onion’ as it were, which although circular in its nature, is also 
spiral in its unfolding of layers. This process is exactly the same (see diagrams
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above) -  the core experience remains the same but the evolutions of interpretations 
and meanings change and I become a more knowing being as I unfold further. I have 
an experience which brings about a moment of extra-ordinary awareness in a moment 
of disjuncture. I discern knowledge with my inner eye and in that moment of 
discontinuity in which I enfold my old self within the new one I have already imbibed 
leaming and stored it as latent leaming. These two stages of leaming happen 
simultaneously so that they are indistinguishable and not time- or space-framed as we 
know it, except that we break it down through language when we attempt to 
conceptualise the process so as to understand it. And so we come back to the broad 
models of leaming that we began with and the ontological position of this thesis -  that 
there is always more ‘beyond the obvious’, more than the eye can see.
I began with an experience I have sought to understand over the last 20 years and 
have ended today with another seminal experience. I have become the prime example 
of the very notion that has been so key in this thesis -  that words, once written or 
spoken, immediately become ‘less’, become unsatisfactory. Having given that 
thought-form a stmcture, we find we have already gone beyond it in our minds. And 
to this end, I feel I have already gone beyond this thesis. It has taken me beyond the 
thinking I began with but it has also brought me to beyond the thinking I have ended 
with. Is there, therefore, ever an answer to ‘what lies beyond my being?’ Perhaps we 
simply go on searching, scaling ever more boundaries, opening new doors, peeling 
back further layers of meaning, but the quest for meaning of the ‘something other’ 
and the ‘something beyond me’ goes on and therefore we keep leaming the sacred, 
but we never ‘arrive’ at a point where the search stops -  unless, we begin to reside 
within the moment of ‘discontinuity’ which terminates finally into nothingness or 
emptiness, in which case it can only mean one thing - it is in that centre of sacredness 
at the heart of leaming that we take up final residence because we have attained 
Knowledge. Perhaps this is how we remain within the ‘Kantian Knot’, to know things 
as they are.
We may not be able to know the world as itself in a vacuum but we may begin to 
know it if we align ourselves to the Other or the Absolute. When we try and 
understand the world in isolation, we use symbols such as language, gender and 
culture as well as religious beliefs to shape the world so that we may begin to give it
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meaning, to make sense, and our subjectivity causes us to come up with various 
interpretations. However, we have now found through this research, that although we 
give different interpretations to our experiences and even encounter the sacred within 
different contexts, that ultimately, we transcend the cultural and linguistic 
interpretations we began with and move beyond the conceptual into the ineffable, and 
suddenly there is no explanation. We can only know the thing as itself in an ineffable 
experience. The only other way to know it is metaphorically and concretely, through 
a symbol, so as to bring it in front of our eyes. This bringing in front of our eyes is 
Heidegger’s ‘bringing the totality into the light’ and Gadamer’s something that ‘goes 
on behind my back’ is brought in front. This is a good moment, a revelatory moment, 
and there is a sense of achievement in having come to this point.
Both the primary and the secondary experiences are necessary to leam the sacred 
because the secondary may in tum become the primary experience for others. We 
may argue that God can only be experienced as a ‘mmour’ but we have seen that he 
can be experienced in beauty and in mystery too. Do we not experience him in a 
child’s tears or in a beautiful rhyme; in the awesome majesty of mountains and the 
force of the wind, in the amazing hierarchy and order of the cosmos? We have seen 
several respondents do just that. One of them described the elements of faith as 
humility, light and purity. Is God not also in these?
We see, therefore, that there is no dichotomy between the ‘I’ and the ‘thing in itself 
and that our earlier themes of ‘subject merging with object’ and the interplay of all 
dimensions of the self, all now become clear. For now, I can only describe this 
experience of the sacred as a suspension ofbe-ing. This includes a suspension of all 
conscious thought, all emotion, all feeling and is an experience that has risen through 
the levels of pure thought, pure feeling and pure consciousness and moved beyond. 
This is the transcendence of corporeality and the experience of the immanence of 
grace that becomes illumined in the being and from which pure leaming is derived 
(see Fig lb). Perhaps, in the ultimate analysis, this is what this research has been 
about -  an explanation, albeit incomplete, probably faulty, but which is reaching for 
that level of ultimate leaming which can be imbibed when the intellect is in complete 
fusion with the heart and the soul, or as we say in Part I of this thesis, the mind, the 
body and the spirit.
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The conceptualisation of emotion only becomes necessary when we attempt to put the 
experience into words, as I have done above -  and once again, we see instantaneously 
that in the moment of forming the word, it has become unsatisfactory and incomplete. 
However, pure leaming which we have talked about in terms of latent leaming in this 
thesis, can be leamt without words as it informs on an intemal basis. But, incomplete 
as language is, to further and share this type of leaming that impacts upon the total 
being, conceptualisation in its many symbolic forms becomes necessary.
We can now quite categorically state, human beings are first and foremost, spiritual 
beings, and this being so, their physical capacities and capabilities whilst immense are 
still limited, unlike their spiritual capabilities. In Chapter III, we have asked the 
question (that Schilling also asks): are we human beings having spiritual experiences 
or spiritual beings having human experiences? If, as we have said, human beings are 
first and foremost spiritual beings, then they must be having human experiences rather 
than the other way around. If this is so, then my conclusion is also correct because if 
we are already spiritual beings, then we need to have human experiences so as to 
share the experience of the ineffable. Therefore, we have to have been able to leam 
the sacred and we then try to find a way of communicating it to others, hence we use 
symbols that embody spiritual values within the context of cultural plurality. Their 
experiential and inclusive qualities have the capacity to draw forth the innermost 
spiritual experiences. Symbols give the ineffable experience a substantive value, 
communicating it effectively and may possibly be the only obvious route we may be 
able to use to experience the sacred.
As we arrive at an exciting level of awareness, we summarise: that whilst the 
experience is transcendent and ineffable, that we do have the experience; that we leam 
not only that fact, but also the experience itself so that meaning and experience 
become merged through the symbol; and finally, almost the pièce de resistance in this 
triad of awareness, that this means that when we symbolise something we also unite 
that symbol with what it symbolises.
Within context of this thesis, at that point we may have touched something behind the 
experience which we call the ‘Other’ or God -  and that means that such experiences
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transcend cultures. We may all be experiencing the same thing but describing it 
differently because we are bound by our own cultures. The thesis has shown that only 
the interpretations that we give to such experiences are cultural, not the experiences 
themselves. And this brings about a great realisation -  that the sacred is the sacred, it 
is spiritual; the experience is the experience, that is similar for most human beings, 
and therefore the sacred is not cultural, it is the symbol that is cultural and that 
influences our interpretations. But what happens for us unconsciously is that the 
interpretation and the meaning we have given to it becomes the experience and we 
begin to identify it as such. We know now that we are not fundamentally different, 
the difference is “the religion”, which means that ritualised and “institutionalised 
religion” creates the differences, that underneath these diverse customs, traditions and 
rituals, we are very similar. But this diversity must be seen as a strength and not a 
weakness or a point of conflict. It is a rich form of plurality that is in dire need of 
open-minded attention and concerted focus. Culture is important, and adds richness to 
our experiences and knowledge of the material world which all human beings share -  
what it does highlight is that if we realise our common backgrounds and aspirations, 
we would accept that our cultures are a variety of vehicles to get us to the same place, 
much like different forms of transport, for example a taxi, a car, a horse and cart, 
however, the mode of transport does not change the intended destination. Therefore 
this thesis posits that we are all, in our various nations and tribes. One Community. 
Perhaps, in the ultimate analysis, the religions are all talking about the same 
experience, that we are possibly simply a “community of faith”. This may be the 
third way if we can all understand that there is a common ‘beyond’ and therefore the 
possibility of a new ecumenical movement that brings faiths together. This has an 
immense potential to bring about a significant change in terms of interfaith harmony
So therefore my hypothesis is that most people at some stage have these experiences. 
What happens then? Why is there a perception - misguided or not - in society that 
there is a lack of spirituality in current times? Perhaps there is a perception of a world 
where the secularisation process (not as in social institutions, but as applying to 
processes inside the human mind, consciousness) appears to be the easier one to 
identify with? Perhaps there is a difficulty in applying traditional religious beliefs and 
customs to contemporary lifestyles? The conclusion of the thesis is that most people 
have experienced the sacred or the spiritual in a variety of contexts and forms in most
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cultures of the world. In the rampant secularisation that is predominant in today’s 
world milieu, we may find that we have not progressed much beyond the aesthetic 
and that we do not recognise the ‘rumour’. This research is a contribution to that 
debate and this also brings us to the parameters of my thesis.
Perhaps this will bring disquiet to some but I suspect if there is openness to what is 
self-evident, then there should also be a palpable sense of relief at how simple the idea 
really is and how indisputable. Perhaps we could say that this thesis may be an 
enabler in planting the seed of a new and hopeful ecumenical movement through 
leaming the sacred? It would be a wonderful contribution to society if that was 
indeed the case.
15.3 Contribution to Existing Knowledge
The following concepts form part of the broader context of contribution to existing 
knowledge:
*
#
#
#
looking beyond the obvious: there is always more than the eye can see 
introduction of the concept of ‘being-with-oneself in the early stages of the thesis 
the importance and awareness of the ‘inner eye’ 
a question of great profundity -  ‘no graven image’ (Exodus:20.4)
The more specific contribution of the thesis following on from the above broad 
contexts in terms of adding to existing knowledge, lies in the following concepts:
• a sacred interpretation of leaming
• the triad of awareness: the symbol, experience and leaming within the continuum 
of the sacred
• latent leaming is transcendental leaming that has become part of our spiritual 
memory
• ethics and morality are a significant part of leaming
• the spiritual is the normal state rather than the abnormal
• ‘things as they are’ can only be known in ineffable experiences
• the intellect is a facet of faith
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• persons structure their social worlds based on their interpretations of their inner 
ineffable experiences
• the core experience remains the same, we unfold further layers of meaning
• no dichotomy between the subject and the object -  it is possible for 
‘transcendence from without’ to reside in ‘transcendence from within’ even as the 
latter emerges out of the former. This would be a fascinating subject for future 
research
• the sacred as the core of One Community, beyond language and beyond culture
15.4 Strengths and Recommendations of Research
Initially, as I moved through the thesis it appeared as though because religion is 
experiential and we are impacted upon spiritually, that the sacred may possibly be 
leamable yet unleamable, although we could leam to experience the sacred. 
However, as I moved through the thesis, I realised that significant as that conclusion 
would have been, the thesis had moved even beyond that, that we actually now 
understand that we can indeed leam the sacred, just as we can indeed experience it - it 
is simply that we cannot articulate it fully, and therefore, we find that we resort to 
symbolic language. If religion and spirituality are experiential, we can still leam 
interpretations and meanings but we also need to understand that those meanings take 
place in the moment of happening and are separate from the reflection that takes place 
later. These meanings are transformed into a form of leaming of which we are 
unaware and bringing this to light has been a key aim of the thesis.
These experiences can take place in ordinary, everyday occurrences from which we 
can leam -  but we need to understand what we are capable of, we need to be able to 
look beyond words and we need to keep our hearts and our intellect open to receive 
this leaming and to intemalise it as a process rather than as an unaware event. We 
would then be able to leam that moment of sacredness and to transform it into useable 
knowledge. This is one of the key strengths of this thesis that is offered as a 
significant contribution to the concept of leaming, within the field of leaming and 
philosophy, because this finding has now added another level of complexity to the 
missing dimension of the sacred (Hirji, 2006, JATE 3.1) which in itself is a dimension 
that has to have filled an immense gap in our understanding of how we leam.
©Naznin Hirji 2007 390
Where Piaget (1965) explored how persons construct and know their world 
mathematically and scientifically and Fowler (1995) studied how persons structure 
their experiences of and judgements about the social world within a pedagogical 
context, I have explored how persons structure their social worlds based on 
interpretations o f their inner experiences within an experiential leaming context. The 
key to the difference in the way this thesis approaches the way faith sees the world or 
sees the world as a ‘potentially’ sacred place lies in the way ‘intellectual 
development’ is defined by Piaget and by this thesis. As we saw earlier, intellect is 
posited by the thesis as a facet of faith. Piaget sees this more specifically as focusing 
on the ‘emergence of logical operations and to bracket any serious attention to 
emotional development’ and whilst acknowledging the affective, believes that ’only 
cognitive operations, however, exhibit logico-mathematical stmctures’. The thesis 
sees intellectual development as a holistic exercise, as Fowler does too, but it goes 
further in that it not only includes the cognitive and the emotional mode of knowing 
but the spiritual and the ineffable also and the human being, cmcially, owes it to its 
humanness as well as to its inner infinite character, to acknowledge that intellect as 
the integral dimension that it is.
Very importantly, within the context of the sacred, this highlights the strength of the 
thesis -  that it is about a spirituality and a leaming that may be universally applicable 
although it emanated for me from my faith community. In today’s misunderstood 
times this thesis, more than ever, has a cmcial role to play in the field of leaming and 
philosophy, and more especially in the field of leaming within a faith community 
context -  because it hopefully shows the way to an inclusive future for all faiths, not 
an exclusive or a divisive one.
We are moving into an age when different civilisations will have to leam to live side- 
by-side in peaceful interchange, leaming from each other, studying each other's 
history, and ideals of art and of culture to mutually enrich each other’s lives. The 
altemative in this overcrowded little world is misunderstanding, tension, clash and 
catastrophe." Lester Pearson, Former Prime Minister of Canada and Nobel Peace 
Prize Recipient (1957, cf Nanji, 2001)
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We see, therefore, that there is a “clash of ignorance” (Aga Khan IV, 2006) afoot, not 
a “clash of civilisations” as Huntington (1996) has inappropriately assumed. Perhaps 
we all need to step back a little to get a clearer view? Perhaps then we would see how 
interconnected and inter-dependent human beings are? We would understand that the 
one thing common to us all that, paradoxically, does not belong to any one of us - is 
our spirit. That spirit that gives us life is common to us all -  the divine spark, and 
therefore, we all belong to one community of humankind. We need to be attuned to 
more than the aesthetic -  we seem generally unaware that the ‘rumour’ that is always 
present in our lives is in actuality, a certainty. How might we do this?
One way would be to delve further into experiences and emotions to understand them 
better and on a more practical level, perhaps we could train the clergy and its 
equivalent in all faiths to interpret our primary texts in a more open-ended and 
intellectually stimulating manner? Already, much of our basic understanding about 
the ‘work of God’ possibly stems from this source. What this thesis has also done, 
through the case study of the Jamat Khana building, a holy building, in Calgary, is to 
open up a question of great profundity -  that of ‘no graven image’ (Exodus:20.4) 
which is part of most of the traditions of the West. Perhaps we need to take this 
further now and open it up to a wider audience? Perhaps we need to pay more 
attention to the ‘rumour’, and develop that ‘inner eye’? We have seen how people 
carry their inner spaces with them in a very aware manner so that their experiences 
inside a holy building become a part of them and although the designated space of the 
building remains the space of primary experience, it then becomes situated within the 
being of the person and becomes ‘portable’. That portability of that special place 
makes it possible to re-create that space wherever one is able to bring one’s presence. 
This, perhaps, is something that could be encouraged further afield so that awareness 
of such a possibility to re-create and re-experience becomes a motivation to leaming 
the sacred?
This is why I began this thesis with the chapter on experience followed by those on 
leaming and the sacred. There is a discreteness about all these concepts that we need 
to realise and understand instead of which we often simply fuse them together and 
miss out on the whole process that this thesis has highlighted. In fact, we do not even 
realise that this is what we do, and therefore, the constant message of this thesis has
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been to look beyond the obvious so as to develop our ability to use the inner eye. 
Religion and spirituality are fundamentally experiential but interpretation can be a 
different matter. Different interpretations have been given to what is universal. In the 
end, through the process of this thesis, including the experiences of the respondents, 
we see that humanity is One, it is the cultural interpretation that makes it different 
resulting in the ‘institutionalised, ritualistic’ part of religious structure but also in the 
plurality of mankind.
Also, whilst institutionalisation with reference to faith is part of society, there must be 
freedom for individuals to construct their own meanings. The dimension of the sacred 
or the sense of sacredness is an intrinsic dimension of the human being which 
continues to influence, consciously or subconsciously, different aspects of the 
individual’s life, even if simply to become felt in the sense of a vacuum, an intangible 
need, a certain emptiness or just loneliness, and still the leaming takes place. This 
freedom that is afforded in the individual’s life to experience these ‘spaces’ is 
fundamental to acquiring self-knowledge which requires a certain attentiveness for it 
to become effective. Knowledge is one of the key facets in life and like time and 
space, an important object within the context of experience.
When looked at within context of the secular, material world that is possibly the 
predominant focus in contemporary society, we need to ask the question: is religion 
thriving? Possibly it is, possibly, however, it may not be, and if it is not, as we 
understand the case to be, then perhaps this thesis may go some way towards 
providing an understanding of the backdrop against which we may be more successful 
in raising awareness of the constancy of the sacred that is really an everyday part of 
our lives. Perhaps we could be enabled to find meanings in different ways.
15.5 Future Research
Having been introduced to the power of philosophical debate through my own faith 
community at such an early age, my interest in other faith communities was also 
awakened at an early stage in my life. Many years later, I realised just how much that 
power had remained with me, and just how manifest it had become or was made so by 
and through the objects of my experience. Perhaps by sharing this through my
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research I have highlighted how important it is to engage children in philosophical 
debate at a very young age which enables the opening up and nurturing of inquiring 
minds.
I envision my thesis as the beginning of a long research program centred on the 
sociological analysis of transcendent meaning and meaning systems. I am drawn by 
the intersections and relationships between the spheres of leaming from experiences 
of culture and religion, and in the years following my doctorate, I plan to pursue 
research projects that further reveal the shape and complexities of these intersections 
and relationships.
There are at least three main areas that need further examination:
• firstly, the relationship between experience and meaning needs more 
exploration as there are several dimensions that could be opened up to further 
scmtiny;
• secondly, the debate about the whole nature of lifelong leaming needs to be re­
understood and contextualised within the concept of the sacred and religious 
experience;
• and thirdly, since leaming is a common, human phenomenon, the way 
different people interpret spiritual or religious experience can contribute 
greatly to a common understanding.
Below is a further list of the research areas that hold particular interest for me:
• If interfaith leaming, and this means leaming from authentic, researched and 
primary sources, is made available in all schools as a matter of mandatory 
importance, so that all children leam authentically about all the major, 
revealed faiths, then the benefits that accrae to society would be incalculable. 
This is corroborated by one of the respondents (Respondent G) who makes a 
very telling point in this context and I find it appropriate to give her some 
space here:
I think it’s society’s pressure, society says this religion is correct, this one’s 
incorrect, this one ... maybe if you were of this religion .... they don’t really
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trust you, even though we don’t know, and the reason we get this feeling that 
we don’t trust or someone is wrong or because we’ve never been exposed to 
those particular religions or cultures so you’re afraid of the unknown.
Therefore, as a follow-up from this research project, it would be extremely 
useful in today’s milieu to carry out further research into what brings 
communities together, topics such as One Common Faith and One 
Community, amongst others. Perhaps we need to encourage people of 
different faiths to talk about their experiences and try and deconstruct them -  
we may find that their experiences are far more similar that their socially 
constructed explanations.
• A key concept that has emerged in the thesis as being a necessary part of any 
theory of learning and in need of immediate attention is that of ethics -  a 
research project on The Ethical Aspect of Learning is one that I hope to pursue 
in a future research programme.
• Creativity can be brought to play a much larger and more active, conscious 
role than it has so far been allowed to do: it must be recognised as a 
transformative tool.
• The thesis may enable a more open approach to learning within faith 
communities, for example, within adult Muslim societies.
• There is a very real need to take this debate further within the global context to 
address a multi-disciplinary, diverse and plural Community that possibly 
remains unaware, actively at least, of the one inescapable common trait, the 
one gene every single human being shares -  the DNA called the Sacred® and 
which can be the catalyst for interfaith harmony.
• This thesis may provide a stepping stone towards greater understanding 
between Islam and the West. There are far greater commonalities than there 
are differences.
Within this promising world of acceptance -  maybe not agreement, but acceptance - 
the extraordinary moments of sacredness may have a chance to come to the fore to be 
recognised and acknowledged as a present and ongoing element of our lives - because 
the sacred is not by default. We would realise then that there never has been a ‘God 
of the Gaps’ - there is no gap -  our extraordinary moments of the ineffable experience
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show us that with resounding clarity and we see how possible the constant stream of 
sacredness is and how all learning carries this sacredness at the heart of it.
In 1923, Otto launched the notion of the sacred or the ‘numinous’ as a category for 
understanding religion, this thesis launches the notion of the sacred as a category for 
understanding learning.
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17.3 Appendix III: Interview Schedule
These questions served as ‘trigger questions’ pointing to areas that were important. 
The order or manner of questioning would take an individual path according to the 
dynamics of each respondent.
Questions: Part I
We have probably, most of us, had experiences that are in some way or another 
moving. Have you had any such experiences?
Tell me about the earliest such experience you can remember.
Since then, have you had other such experiences? Could you describe some of them?
Some people might call these experiences sacred, how would you respond to that?]
Do you think we give such experiences a religious language? Why do you think we 
do this?
What other types of language are there to enable experience of the sacred? [Now that 
the religious/spiritual or sacred has been brought out into the open, this question can 
be asked. Also, follow up with: Would you say architecture has a symbolic function? 
In what way?]
Would you therefore say that architecture, as a symbolic and metaphorical 
representation of the sacred, could be regarded as part of a religious discourse, an 
ongoing dialogue?
How important is ‘creative imagination’ and ‘harmony and beauty’ to such 
experiences? (do you feel these elements encourage such experiences; do they make 
people more open to such experiences; in what way?)
Can you think of any one experience in your life that has set the standard for all other 
experiences of what you might think as sacred?
Do you think such experiences are culture-based or do they transcend culture?
How would you say you have gained from such experiences of the sacred, wherever 
and whenever they have occurred?
Do you find these experiences occur more often in certain places and under certain 
conditions or are they quite random?
How do you think these experiences have affected you?
What do you think you have learned from these experiences? [Would you say that 
your experiences, of the building as well as the others, offer some form of learning
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that you can use in your everyday life? Could you give me some examples? What 
type of learning?]
As we’ve been talking in the last hour, do you think you have learned about the 
prevalence (in terms of pervasiveness, commonness, primacy) of the sacred? (learning 
experience through the interview itself)
Questions: Part II
Can we talk about the building and the experience itself?
Talk to me about your experience of the building and how you felt about it.
How do you make sense of the experience? [Why do you see it the way you do and 
interpret it in the way you have done?]
Were your complacencies interrupted? In what way?
Does the history and tradition embedded within the building affect your experience of 
the building? [values, beliefs, etc.]
Do you feel that as a building or ‘space’ that has an undeniable ‘holy’ significance to 
it, it invites experience of the sacred? In what way?
What do you call your experience? [Why do you give it that meaning?]
For the Ismaili respondents: have you experienced the building before and if yes, 
do you respond to the building each time and in the same manner?]
If they say say, ‘sacred’ or ‘spiritual’ or ‘religious’: so then, how would you define 
the ‘sacred’?
For the non-Ismaili respondents: do you think the architect of your church/temple 
is trying to do the same as the architect here?
For all respondents:
Can we talk about the architectural aspect?
Does an aesthetic environment bring out special qualities in people? How do you 
think it impacts on their inner beings?
Do you think there is a transformative power within architecture? If yes, how would 
you describe it? [in terms of consciousness/ emotions/intuition and/or imagination]
Did you experience such a transformation in your being?
Why do you think does architecture draw such a strong response from people?
What do you think the architect is trying to do through his design of the building? 
Does he manage to share his vision?
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17.4 Appendix IV; Respondents List and Calendar of Events
Calendar of Events
17* April 2005
18*April 2005
9.00am
11.00am
19* April 2005
11.00am
01.00pm
20* April 2005
11.00am
21" April 2005
10.00 am
7.00pm
22"'* April 2005
6.00am
8.00am
25* April 2005 
7.00pm
27* April 2005 
9.00pm
29* April 2005
10.00am
4.00pm
Respondents visit the building in Calgary
Interview: G 
Interview: B
Interview: A 
Interview: Z
Interview: D
Interview: M 
Interview: K
Interview: E 
Interview: J
Interview: C
Interview: L
Interview: N 
Interview: H
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2"‘‘May 2005
10.00am Interview: X
4* May 2005
10.00am Interview: F
Y was interviewed some time before the rest of the group
Participant of the Jewish faith (opportunistic interview at building site -  comments 
included in text)
4 respondents in Egypt -  opportunistic sampling (Chapter on The Architect’s vision 
and design of the Building):
E1,E2,E3,E4
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17.5 Appendix V (a): Artist’s rendering of exterior spaces of Calgary Jamat
Khana
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17.6 Appendix V (b): Artist’s rendering of interior spaces of Calgary Jamat
Khana
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17.8 Appendix VII: Interview with Respondent E
Interview with Respondent E (adult male): Saturday 22”  ^April 06. 6.:00 AM
NH: E, thank you for agreeing to do this at such short notice and as I have explained, 
maybe we can start off with any similar kind of experience you might have had -  you 
are already aware of the area of my research -  taking into account the building, maybe 
how or what you have experienced or maybe even others might come up for you, and 
it does not have to be architecture although it would be good to know if there has been 
any such effect on you, but it could be in any context really.
E: Okay, thank you , Naz, for providing this opportunity for recollecting my
encounters with nature and space and also buildings, from maybe an earlier age, 
because I lived in different environments. Initially, I spent 14 years of my life in my 
village, you see, and then 3 years in a smaller town in G and then to K, and then 
Canada and then London. You see, the varieties or buildings where I lived and 
therefore the experiences vary from place to place. Initial, first experience of my life 
was not with big building structures (NH: hm hm) because at that time in our village 
we had small houses, very small, one big room in which everybody lived. Nearly, we 
were living with nature all the time because there were no structures. Only 
dominating environment was the mountains, the trees, and the fields and it’s not in a 
plain leveled land, it was a very, what’s it called, uneven, place, but it has its own 
power, beauty. So therefore, my, I would say, my initial experiences were with space, 
not with buildings, although we lived in a house, but that house itself was, was part of 
the environment. It was very small, not, hardly visible, so therefore, when I recollect 
my initial experiences, there were with the various aspects of the environments.
NH: Okay
E: For example, when in the morning, back home, at an early age, I used to hear the 
birds, what d’you call it, chirping?
NH: Yeah!
E: Ah, different types of birds. (NH: ah ha) With the rise of the sun, you know it 
doesn’t rise over there like in a city without mountains, suddenly. It comes down, you 
see, you see on the top of the mountain, (NH: Ah ha), the peak, and it will rise there.
NH: Okay
E: And then it will gradually come down, it might take one hour.
NH: Ohh
E: So with the sun, sunshine, these birds would, you know, travel down, and there 
produced an amazing, very powerful sounds, you see, singing.
NH: Yes
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E: And I used to hear through the, you know, what d’you call this, ventilator? I used 
to hear these, sounds.
NH: Warbling? So that is what would wake you up? So it was visual and auditory at 
the same time?
E: Absolutely. So that was very, extremely magical experience. And then the 
mountains themselves, looking at them all the time and because they were the only 
things to look at. We used to have a direct kind of a communication, a reflection over 
[with?  ^the mountains. So, and the mountains themselves, unlike Europe, they are not 
green mountains. There are some, the top parts are, you know, snow-capped, and 
then there are one part that is slightly greener and then barren pat and then in the 
valley, there is again greenery, this is the diversity of our topography, so again you 
know all the time we encountered that, that type of thing. So, and also because we are 
surrounded by barren mountains, that generated contrast, for greenery so in the valley, 
I remember one of my very powerful experiences, you know wherever the water 
channel close, so along the water channel because most of the time the water close, so 
there is greenery around i t , so we used to sit on that greenery, grass, and then you 
know look at the water flowing gently, that was under a tree.
NH: This is when you were kids?
E: Yeah. Mainly a willow tree.
NH: Okay
E: That is one of the very very powerful experiences. I really enjoyed sitting in that 
way.
NH: what would you do whilst you were sitting there? Were you on your own?
E: Ahh, sometimes on my own but most of the time with friends.
NH: Okay
E: You see, either we’d play or we’d just sit and chat, unconsciously absorbing 
ourselves, okay? So that left a lasting impression, you see, so unforgettable. Even 
now when I go back, I try to see those spots where I used to sit, but things have 
changed now.
NH: Yeah, it was enough of an impact for you to actually seek that out?
E: Yes, yes.
NH: And how else do you think it impacted upon you, as you grew up, to think that 
even now it has such a, you know, the legacy of that particular experience ...
E: I think it gave me the, the habit of reflection. It kind of you know, very
powerfully, in a positive way, imposed reflection on me. So, now when I think about 
it, I go into a reflective mode. And even there, just sitting in that environment, it is
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very reflective. Ahh, absorbing, ahhh, and also appreciating, ahhh, and the contrast, 
you know, the tree, the water, the greenery, and just immediately, with the small piece 
of greenery, then the barren, without any green you see. So this, this contrasting 
elements, diversity you can say, in a balanced way, how they sit together and create 
this aesthetic effect.
NH: What did it make you think of though, when you were young and you looked at 
that? I mean the fact that there is such a contrast there, on this huge, powerful looking 
mountain, and there you are as a child, what did it make you feel as such -  what was 
the actual feeling?
E: I think maybe I was not thinking about philosophy, it was simply ...
NH: Did you have kind of a sensation, kind of you know, something that you could, 
the fact that you were drawn to it?
E: You see, I can say that whatever I did, in that type of situation, whatever I did, it 
cooled me down, okay? It, it, I wouldn’t say it slowed me down, it created a kind of 
ah, integrating effect.
NH: Oh!
E: Okay? So, on the one hand, I felt I was part of that environment, okay, because 
when you are affected, then you feel part of it.
NH: Yeah.
E: You see, when you feel part of it, then it’s a kind of fana {nothingness, emptiness) 
NH: Yes
E: You see, absorbed in it, or annihilated, the Sufi thing, you see. So, in an
unconscious way, I couldn’t articulate it but now I can conceptualise.
NH: Yes
E: .. .that experience, you see? And the power of nature, sheer power of nature, and I 
felt opened to the nature. And the, you know, felt in an integrating process, alright? 
And that enabled me to later on to develop these reflective moments in my life. You 
see. And also then I would love, at that time, for example, to discuss with my friends 
something which is more philosophical, according to our level of understanding.
NH: Of course.
E: And that discussion also became part of the experience.
NH: Okay, okay.
E: you see? So there were some friends with whom I could communicate, so I loved 
to have those friends with , me, and not the ones with whom I had difficulties. You
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see, because they kind of represented part of that environment.- soothing and 
communicating, because if you like a person, ahh, it is because of the harmony.
NH: Yes
E: Harmony in thinking and views. So that harmony, maybe the harmony between 
space and yourself requires a human harmony as well, so you like to have a friend 
with whom you can communicate. So I remember some of the friends with whom I 
used to sit and enjoy more than the others.
NH: Yeah, so the experience of space, you and the others together.
E: That’s right. And here another important element is of, it’s just like aesthetically 
affecting environment, same is true in human form as well, human beings some may 
be like, soothing, okay, and create positive energy in you, and there may be others 
who can b e ...
NH: yes,disruptive?
E: Yes, so it’s extending into human level.
NH: And there’s a parallel.
E: That’s right, and it’s true. You know with some people you can sit and talk, with 
others you may not be able to do it, so same as, in that environment you like to stay, 
and enjoy and maybe in other spaces where you may not feel comfortable, and you 
just try to move away from it.
NH: Yes
E: If you’re forced, then you will stay for a while, but you’ll move away.
NH: Yes, that’s right, so that it’s all connected also with what you do with it 
afterwards, because it created that reflective mode. You went on, you carried on the 
reflective mode into your adulthood.
E: Yes, yes, that had helped me surely.
NH: it was learning from that experience and environment?
E: Yes (nods), and then the home, you see, as I said, we were more surrounded by 
nature, even home, it was a very minor addition, human addition to the nature, unlike 
now, people build big houses, (NH: Yeah) So that I think had a, another positive 
effect, that human structure were not imposing. So it was simply an extension of the 
nature. And although it was not comfortable, we did not know that there were 
comfortable houses as well because we had never seen any at that time, (NH: right) 
but that house was, we lived, so many, maybe 10, 15 people, in the same big room. 
But that house, you know, enabled us to live in unity.
NH: Right...
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E: You see, and gender-balanced, together, men and women, no segregation ....
NH: Okay
E: ... and then communal life because particularly during winter people would
gather in one house, and then they would discuss about the past, about the current 
situation, and in olden times people used to talk about ancestors, you know, about 
their achievements and one older member of the tribe would narrate the past events in 
our community, so people would just sit for 2-3 hours, you know, spend time and 
then, winter, and then enjoy the narratives.
NH: That’s incredible, a kind of a story-telling tradition.
E: Absolutely! It is! You see, it is both a story-telling, it’s also by narrating the past, 
it is also reinforcing
NH: They were also passing it on to the new generation.
E: It was a skill, special skill, you know, and people would simply sit spellbound by, 
particularly if the narrator is a good communicator. So we had my grandfather’s 
brother, who is a well-known narrator, okay, he could narrate the past, so beautifully. 
Obviously in the house.
NH: Yeah
E: You see, so that was a symbol of unity, symbol of identity, because these
narratives reinforce our identity and our belonging to that space, place and tribal 
system, so that is the minimal construction, human construction. And then when I 
moved to G, and when we were living in a hostel, okay, in between was the prayer 
house, Jamat Khana, and then surrounding this prayer-house were small rooms, you 
know, sometimes big rooms, but very unsophisticated, just walls, okay, but altogether 
including Jamat Khana, they generated an extremely powerful environment, and 
because we used to go for prayers, for meditation, and then at a younger age, 
meditation effects quicker. We lose it quicker as well. So I remember, on several 
occasions when I was inspired by meditation within that Jamat Khana building (NH: 
okay) I would come our and look at the building, (NH: Ah ha) and the building, just 
by looking at the building, I would, it made me cry. I used to cry. Because in that 
building, actually, I somehow discovered my spiritual energies, you see, and then 
when I came out and looked at it, but just by seeing it, it would trigger off those 
feelings.
NH: So you’d re-live those feelings?
E: Yes, yes.
NH: Did you recognize you were having kind of an extraordinary ...
E: Yes, yes.
NH: You’d recognize that?
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E; Yes, yes. Because it was very much a -  live -  you see, when I used to go through 
that experience, I used to have the deepest state of humility.
NH: Okay (very, very softly)
E: Ah, to the extent that if somebody would, ah, I wouldn’t get offended, let me put it 
that way, if anybody would do anything to me, I would still remain quiet, humble and 
you know, with a lot of patience, so it created so much space, in me, that anybody 
could fit in.
NH: A1 right!
E: Yeah.
NH: Oh, that’s a wonderful way of describing it.
E: And then in that state when I used to read something, I would quickly understand. 
And, in an, you know, it’s normally unimaginable but that time, whatever I studied, it 
would stay in my mind, I could go, I would understand it, even sometimes I would not 
understand a word, still I would go beyond the works. And, with anybody I 
communicate, I would communicate with the utmost care and humility and civility. 
Ahh, so that was something which has stayed with me, and then occasionally I will 
discover that level, you see. But that was initially triggered off in that building, in G.
NH: So you always associate it with that building.
E: Yeah, yeah, that’s right.
NH: That’s amazing because when you look at it, the number of qualities that came 
off that and also what it enabled you, how it enabled you to be, because it affected the 
kind of person, you know, it affected you as a person and what it draws out of your 
depth almost.
E: And in fact, I can say, those three years, they set the direction of my life. 
Wherever I would have gone, I would have stayed within the parameter that was 
drawn there. That was the level of effect that I had.
NH: And those parameters were very wide?
E: Yes, still maybe I stay in the parameters.
NH: Because they went that wide in that experience?
E: Yes, yes, absolutely, first ethically, at people level, and then spiritually. Because I 
came to know that there is infinite spiritual potential in human being. And that I did 
in that building, you see. So whenever I imagine that building, I imagine that whole 
experience again, you see. So I do not need to be convinced by... only by concept. 
Because I know.
NH: Because you have experienced it?
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E: That’s right. And also the potential to grow, you see, the hope that goes with this 
experience, infinite hope.
NH: So has this remained as, when you look back on it, and you look back at the 
experience of it and in that building, do you, in your moving, as you’ve gone along, 
and as you’ve had other, you mentioned spiritual, so if you go into meditation now, do 
you, seek to have that same level of experience, or now that you’ve had that level of 
experience, that you seek to go beyond it?
E: I’ve certainly tried to go beyond it? You see, because there I had the experience 
but not the intellectual underpinnings, you see. Sometimes, you can say, it is 
vulnerable, you see ... so with the time then we develop intellectual tools, and the 
understanding of why we are having it, and how we can retain it. These experiences 
also make us very idealistic as well, yes. So I was very idealistic at that time, but that 
may be the necessary outcome out of it, but gradually then you become more realistic.
NH: Okay
E: But without losing that potential, that hope that has created in us. So,
NH: It’s a life-changing experience!
E: Yes, it is, absolutely life-changing, because initially my background, people like 
me wouldn’t study. After primary or maybe in the middle, people used to go into the 
Pakistan army, or learn how to, you know, driving, or become a driver. At that time 
becoming a driver was not less than becoming a pilot.
NH: Oh okay!
E: Or a mechanic, or carpenter or mason, most of my colleagues, they learned these 
skills. And I had no material support from home, financially we were very weak, so I 
had no support from my father and mother because we had no income. At that time, 
every household had an income one way or another, but we had none. So the 
conditions were such that I should have stopped studying, learning and started 
earning. But this is the experience that survived me, which enabled me to survive, 
through that impossible time. Because I knew that there is mercy, and there is grace 
and there is support from, spiritual support, from the source.
NH: So you actually, at that point, identified that there is a source beyond what you .. 
E: That’s right.
NH: You actually were able to identify that?
E: That’s right. Absolutely. Without any doubt (strong, deliberately spoken words) 
I had the conviction and the hope that I will survive this difficulty.
NH: Okay
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E: And sometimes, even this time, I did not, I had no food for let’s say, 15 days, 
because I couldn’t pay my fees? And then the food was stopped! And therefore, I 
couldn’t eat. So I used to eat, but once in a day, only dinner, with a cousin, I used to 
go and have dinner, and not eat breakfast and lunch. Still I survived. Generally 
people leave at this point, you see, and start earning, but I did not stop it.
NH: But your conviction did not go that that’s what you wanted to do?
E: No, no, in fact, it strengthened my faith further and I went and did more
meditation, and then that meditation gave me the strength, you know, even if it 
happens the whole ... even if I don’t eat anything, I will survive.
NH: Really (very softly). So, that is a real recognition of there being something 
beyond what we can see or hear or feel, beyond all sensation and beyond anything 
that one can imagine?
E: Yes, certainly! That was the experience.
NH: That is a big thing, to be able to accept that.
E: Yes, and that again, gives you, not only through that particular time, but you 
know, later on in life, whenever there was a crisis, then I knew, you know, I can 
survive. Not only survive, but come out more successfully. You see, so again, we 
have to remain very humble -  to accept this, you see.
NH: Hmm, yes. So you recognized that whatever challenges you were faced with, 
you recognized them as challenges and not as something that had the power to stop 
you.
E: Yes, alhamdullilah (thanks be to God), that was quite a, quite a development 
actually.
NH: Quite incredible, really. Do you remember what age you were then?
E: Yeah, I was between 14 and 16,17.
NH: Wow, very young age, for this sort of an experience. Yeah.
E: And then, at that time we used to go into the villages, you know, surrounding G, 
and I remember this spring time, again one of the most powerful moments at that time 
was you know, going into villages in spring, when we have a special tree called 
Russian willow - when it blossoms, the whole valley is filled with fragrance.
NH: Wow.
E: So that was a major - 1 used to enjoy it. There were very few structured houses at 
that time. Now it is full of modem buildings, still the environment is there, but it is 
changing now. So that was the G phase, you see. And then I came to K. In K, you 
know there is very little nature, over there.
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NH; Yeah, yeah.
E: City and big structures, big buildings, again my only comforting encounter was 
Jamat Khana there. I used to go and meditate, those moments are very, it was kind of 
a continuity from G.
NH: Okay, so in that respect you didn’t feel that there had been an environment 
change; that environment just continued?
E: Yes
NH: Did it change in any way?
E: You know, the meditational side continued but physical was an absolutely drastic 
change.
NH: Shocking change, yes?
E: Yeah, yeah, with so many mountains and trees and rivers, in G, you just enter into 
a .......
NH: Yes, it just kind of pulls you into that, into a reflective mood, on the way to 
beginning to meditate kind of.
E: Mmmm.
NH: Did the quality of your meditation change at all?
E: I think it did, but not the level of struggle. You see, because the environment 
helps. I did not notice at that time, but I was extremely excited to get more and more 
learning, umm, very much inspired and motivated to attend you know, various 
courses, to leam languages, so that did not allow me to focus on the difficulties of the 
environment. I was engaged within myself, so much, that the physical environment, I 
could easily actually accept whatever it was. Because these opportunities did not 
exist in G, although we had a beautiful environment, but in K, because it is a big city, 
we got so much opportunity! So I began utilizing these opportunities, fully. And I 
used to travel from morning to evening, from one place to the other and study as 
much as I can.
NH: This very need, it almost feels as if it had become a need to study, you know, to 
continue learning, and this experience really produced this learning, side by side with 
that, although it was pulling up this need to continue to leam.
E: Yes, in fact, you know, the small parks, sometimes I used to go and sit there, 
maybe it was an unconscious attempt to continue with the, with the environment that I 
had. I enjoyed sitting there. It was hot, you know, sometimes just sit and reflect. So 
I used to visit those parks a lot. And sometimes I used to study there as well.
NH: I suppose it brought back little bit of the aesthetic?
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E: Yes, that’s right, element. But I was so engaged with other things in K, and 
probably that compensated for that, yes certainly. I think in terms of architectural 
appreciation, the most intense in my life was The Ismaili Centre in London. This was 
a place which I felt extremely comfortable in whenever I am inside The Ismaili 
Centre, and because intellectually I was in a position to articulate the symbolic 
dimension and also, feel the space, you know, experience as you’re saying. So, after 
working in The Ismaili Centre, I don’t think anywhere I can get that level of comfort. 
And I realize it. Although in I, in G, I had a big office, compared to here, separate, 
your own office, air conditioned and all that, but still, the comfort level is never there 
after working in The Ismaili Centre.
NH: So really the comfort level is not so much to do with the outside because there 
the outside comfort level was much better, (E: yeah, yeah) a more spacious office and 
all that.
NH: So the comfort level really in The Ismaili Centre was to do with the internal.
E: Absolutely.
NH: The inner comfort level.
E: Yes, The Ismaili Centre represented a lot of symbolism within human being, you 
see. It’s more akin, more closer to spiritual reality, you see. That’s what I think.
NH: In the way the building is?
E: Yeah, yeah. It’s the space, the colour scheme, I often reflect on the fountain, on 
the water, how it comes from a source, you know, there is a fountain, there is a 
source, then there are small outlets, parting away, this is how the big soul, the single 
soul, according to the Qur’an, you know the nafs-e-wahida, okay, or Universal Soul, 
the human souls part away and then go back, water goes back to the origin, it was you 
know, a journey, a spiritual journey. It was clearly exhibited in that. And then you 
see this. When you enter, you see this pattern, seven sided pattern, and then on the 
ceiling, you see the same pattern, so. The spiritual world and then the material world, 
how they are reflected -  physical is a reflection of the spiritual. So it all reminds me 
of that philosophy.
NH: And that makes it comfortable for you, that’s why that’s a better environment 
for you.
E: Yes, yes. Everything here (The Ismaili Centre) has some symbol, it represents 
something inside.
NH: So we see really how large a part symbols play in our lives.
E: Yeah, absolutely.
NH: Particularly between the inner and outer world, which we inhabit all the time, 
both worlds together.
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E: Absolutely.
NH: So really the connection is the symbol, there because that symbol which gives 
you so much inner comfort, you know, as you said, in the end is where you choose to 
have your outer, external comfort as well, because you physically then prefer to be in 
that place.
E: Absolutely. And the other thing is, you see, this location of the Ismaili Centre, 
also, is very inspiring. The Ismaili Centre in London, is surrounded by big buildings, 
residential as well as museums. But it is not taller than its surroundings. It’s just, 
maybe slightly lower.
\
NH: Yes, Yeah, because it took into account the museums and other buildings.
E: That’s right, lower, from outside there is nothing much different than the others. 
But when you enter it’s different, okay, so that this is quite a remarkable um, um 
symbol. This situation, that how we can as individuals, fit into society and remain in 
total harmony, and this is kind of a, you know, humility. You remain lower in your 
exposure to the outside world.
NH: hmmm.
E: There is humility, you know.
NH: Even as you were saying that, I was thinking about what you said about your 
experience, and how, you say that that experience made you feel as though anything 
and anybody could fit inside that space for you.
E: Yes, yes, yes.
NH: And that’s bringing to mind how you are talking about the Ismaili Centre and 
what it means as well as, as a way of conducting yourself.
E: Yes, and you see, with this building, as MHI said, physically it’s not a big 
building, it is not taller than other buildings, it just fits into the environment, in a 
harmonious way, but the moment you enter into it, then you see the beauty.
NH: You feel the charge.
E: And human personality also, when people communicate with you, interact with 
you, then they should see your character, values, okay, internally like an Islamic 
building. And, you know, when we are told, you see, the value system, leave your 
value system, share value system, so when you enter, it is purely Islamic, particularly 
spiritually inspiring, and human personality should also .... represent like this.. When 
people communicate you, encounter you or you know, be with you, then you share, 
you allow them to see your values, experience them, share with them, they will take 
you as a, as person, like buildings, in which they feel harmony, they feel happy, it will 
reflect you, so it is just like a human being.
©Naznin Hirji 2007 480
NH: You said something very important just now because you said you should allow 
them to see that and to feel that, so that is something that you are giving from your 
side, to, to, you are offering that out, when you allow them to see those qualities in 
you, what d’you think is necessary for them to do, to be able to access those things 
from you?
E: You see, when you depend on the people, like the building, let’s say Ismaili 
Centre, we can come in and go without any experience, you know, if our thoughts are 
totally dominated by materialism, then maybe you come in and without opening up , 
without any, we can go out. (NH: Yeah) So, therefore, the individuals, our 
responsibility is to create that environment, facilitate it, then the response has to come 
from the other side as well. So we have to facilitate in terms of our communication, 
interaction, and then most of the time, it helps, but sometimes, it doesn’t happen all 
the time.
NH: It wouldn’t be enough, always, unless the other person was open as well, 
because the openness and awareness of what possibilities are there. So, remaining 
open to these experiences, whether physical experiences or of other people, is a 
necessity, isn’t it?
E: Absolutely.
NH: That becomes almost, like, you have to be aware, you have to be open, to be 
able to access this.
E: Yes, generally, I would say over 90% people -  it is effective but there are always 
certain possibles where this may not happen. So we have to accept that reality.
NH: I think even subconsciously often if people are of a certain nature, then often 
they will imbibe things from each other, without their conscious awareness of it, but I 
have often wondered if people were consciously aware, how much more they would 
take in from different environments.
E: Again, we can take the examples of these great spiritual Masters of the past -  they 
changed the world and affected the world in a very positive way, but there were 
always some people who they couldn’t change, even prophets couldn’t change 
everybody, but they changed most op them, so therefore there is hope for all of us, 
that we can play a role and also be ready, ourselves, to be changed, it is not that we 
ask everybody else to change.
NH: No, absolutely, well, it’s a mutual thing, isn’t it, as soon as, I have always 
believed that you rarely come away from encounters without some change having 
been effected in yourself.
E: Yes.
NH:: And this morning when I came here, I came with whatever I had up till that 
moment, just as you did, and I think, I know that it affects me like that, and I know 
that something within me will have changed.
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E: Yes, and we have to remain open for that and be thankful for having the potential 
to grow.
NH: Because encounters like these, encounters with spaces can change one, then 
encounters with people are bound to change one.
E: Absolutely, because you know, space is the physical space, and then there is a 
spiritual, intellectual space as well, and people are like buildings, or buildings are like 
people.
NH: Yes they reflect each other, don’t they?
E: Yes, yes. We live in each other, just like we live in buildings, you see, so 
therefore. The Ismaili Centre sometimes talks to people, you see, it has a language.
NH: Yes!
E: It has messages to give.
NH: How d’you think it expresses those messages?
E: Well, you know, to understand, decipher messages, we need to ah, ah, we need to 
understand the language it offers. For that, we have to have the right attitude for it. 
And develop, meditative reflection, and then you go into this mode, then you feel, 
everything you see makes an impact on your soul, is says something. For example, as 
I said, sometimes I look into the fountain and it gives me so many messages, and then 
you look at the "Bismillah, then again it is, it’s not one language, it talks, it 
communicates with people on several levels. It is a symbolic language, same in the 
prayer hall, you see, you look at the word ‘Allah, Mohamed and Ali’ it is a kind of 
prayer, and it is not the wooden thing that is written, it; is the light that is ..
NH: The space?
E: Yes, the space that the light is coming from. So it immediately reminds me of 
God and the prophet and it is the same light reflected, each level.
NH: It’s wonderful, isn’t it, that it’s the space that is speaking to you, it’s not even 
necessarily the bit of wood, or the tangible thing, you know. It’s the space that talks 
and the way it brings up the concept of light for you because otherwise space is space 
but look at how symbolic that has become as well. So if we look at how we use 
symbols, and also how it reflects something very basic within the faith of Islam, right, 
we don’t really go with images, (E: yes) there are no icons (E: yes) and in a sense this 
is leaving it open for the believer and for the space they are in to make of it what they 
will.
E: That’s right.
NH: And the two do begin to work in conjunction. If the openness is there, one has 
experiences but does something with it, moves forward widi it, then there are such 
potentials.
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E: Absolutely, yes. The other thing which always, sometimes not always, comes to 
my mind is you know, the whole building, essentially it was an idea, alright, in the 
mind of the architect.
NH: Okay
E: So the whole building existed in a kind of world of ideas. It was an idea, isn’t it? 
NH: Yes, absolutely.
E: So it was not physical, it was in a mental state, and then he brought it out on a 
sheet of paper, alright? And then it was given a physical shape, so the journey starts 
on the idea, within human intellect or mind or soul, or whatever you call it, within 
human being. It exists in a spiritual form, non-physical form, (NH: yes) and then it 
was brought out
NH: Yes, given shape.
E: That’s right, so when you look at it, what you are doing is you are transforming 
the physical into an idea again
NH: Yes, exactly.
E: So we are ..
NH: It’s going back to its origin
E: That’s right, yeah. So we are, by expecting the idea or you know, going into the 
ideal level of the building, what we are doing is we are transforming something 
physical into something physical, okay? Like the idea is the soul of the building, and 
the building is the body, so we have a body and soul, and we use this process of 
creation, this world for example, is again essentially an idea, this grand universe, and 
you know the creation is constantly coming out of the Divine Mind, let’s say, and 
then going, transforming again, same thing into idea. It’s on a micro level, this 
creation and the journey, circular process, is represented. This macro is represented 
on a micro level (NH: Yes). You see, and therefore, I always think of the architect’s 
mind, okay,
NH: But is that his vision of it, that idea, is that his vision, his individual vision of it, 
or is it something that he, a pattern he is following? You know, something that he has 
taken out of an understanding he has received, you know, to do with the whole idea 
of, say Jamat Khana.
E: Yes, yes.
NH: Or is that the design of it, or is that something that is simply his understanding 
of it?
E: I think first there is, human soul is something universal, that is a reality, to me, but 
that soul always interacts within an environment, within a culture, and it has some
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beliefs, you know, systems, values, so this is going to impact the soul, when I say 
soul, it is both mind and soul and intellect together, you see. And then the architect is 
designing, then he is going to bring that whole experience, cultural, belief system, 
what he believes in, what culture he encounters, so it’s coming out into the building, 
you see.
NH: So it’s a representation of all of that.
E: Yes, yes, certainly, because The Ismaili Centre in London, the design was a kind 
of a dialogue between East and West, I think, and it’s a building located in a western 
culture but internally its an Islamic building. (NH: yes) So therefore, it also
represents a dialogue and I think the designers, the interior designers, the engineers 
and then MHI, they had all the time, many, many interactions. I heard that Karl 
Schlamminger had over 50 meetings with MHI (NH: Yes). That shows there was a 
huge dialogue process that took place before it was actually finalized.
NH: That’s true, I talked to Casson, Condor & Partners who were the architects. I 
talked to Mr. Casson before he passed away, and he was telling me just how many 
meetings he also had with MHI and how particular he was also that, because this was 
going to reflect what was going to happen inside it [the building], it was going to 
make a statement about the community and about them as a community of believers, 
so it therefore needed to be exactly right, to be able to reflect that. It needed, he 
wanted everything in it to be just so, so that the calmness that he wanted to reflect 
within this, it kind of, we were talking of the unity and the multiplicity as well, living 
within so many different societies in a way, but within that, this would be like an oasis
E: Yes, yes
NH: .... within which people could come and not just pray, but actually live a life, 
because we have all sorts of things happening in this building.
E: That’s right.
NH: And he was telling me just how much thought went into the detail, into the 
design of it as well, and that is completely in line with what you have been saying as 
well, because if we’re looking at -  this lives within such a cosmopolitan city, and on 
the outside it blends in completely.
E: Absolutely.
NH: The colours of the granite, the stone, with the museums and all that, like you 
say, it doesn’t stand out in that way -  aesthetically, yes, but otherwise, it blends in 
beautifully, and inside, the moment you open the door, you take in what the building 
is offering as well.
E: Absolutely. You see, the, also the different parts of The Ismaili Centre, is another 
fascinating aspect for more -  there is a portion in which people meditate and pray, its 
a very spiritual activity and then the other areas where honorary service very, very
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actively takes place - meetings, people meet, they plan, they discuss things, as part of 
honorary service, so they are giving, it is actually generating values, okay?
NH: Yes, yes.
E: And then, there is the Social Hall which is then bridge-building, you know, 
creating space within yourself, within the building with whom you are working, with 
whom you are living, you are allowing them to kind of share.
NH: Yes, and it is also sort of reflecting the interconnection that we say we have with 
all human beings.
B: That’s right, that’s right, and on the top [of the building] there is a garden which is 
again aesthetically as well it represents our beliefs, and it also, you know, enables us 
to share our thinking and beliefs with others.
NH; Because it’s symbolic and representational.
E: That’s right. And also when they work, they are relaxed, then they see. So it 
incorporates so many different elements, it is a relatively small building, but it has 
that inner space....
NH: That’s right, again a reflection of the human being, a very small unit, if you look 
at the human being, yet within that -  it keeps taking me back, I think it’s absolutely 
beautiful the way you have been able to articulate your experience at that young age, 
you know, and again what you just said., again it’s a small building and yet it enables 
us to make these interconnections to any amount of learning takes place here, any 
amount of sharing with different communities takes place here, different tribes and 
people meet here, you know, and therefore that creates a huge, a much bigger thing 
than the building itself, if we look at it, and in the same way, it keeps taking me back 
to what you said about how, just within yourself, within one human being, and what 
we have inside us which could be a very small space because one could go through 
life in a very limited way. (E: Hmm ) but as you were saying, ‘anything could also fit 
into space.
E: Yes.
NH: And so again, it is such a reflection of diversity.
E: We have here the ITREB (Religious Education Board) the Council here which 
represents, ITREB represents the spiritual side and the Council represents the social 
side, and we have AKF (Aga Khan Foundation), the AKDN (Aga Khan Development 
Network), our other institutions, and then the Jamati (communal) institutions, so many 
things.
NH: So many things, when you look at it, really proportionately the building is a very 
small building if you look at it like that, and yet there is an enormous amount that it 
seems to have absorbed within it.
E: Yes
©Naznin Hirji 2007 485
NH; And there is a huge amount going on within those institutions, going out of here. 
E: That shows the wisdom of the one who thought about it.
NH: And how it can all be incorporated within it.
E: Absolutely
NH: And still have space for more.
E: And everybody feels comfortable, you see.
NH: So, when you, to continue this thing about experiences, when you come into the 
building, when you use the prayer hall for meditation, in the experiences that you 
have, through your meditation, how would you, how would you describe those 
experiences? Because in everything that we have talked about, we are looking at 
something beyond, something beyond the norm, something that has brought up some 
extraordinary moments for you, and they have been some magical moments, some 
enabling moments, some moments that have created a huge amount of space for you, 
so those have all -  the way I see it, those are all ways of describing your experiences 
really [at the same time ‘playing' E ’s experiences back to him]. Those are the internal 
experiences. Is there any other way you would, any other such experience which has 
been different from what we have talked about, spiritually o r ..?
E: Only thing I can say is you see, when I come in, I feel the building is telling me 
that T am here for you’
NH: riiight.
E: T have been built for you’
NH: You actually feel that?
E: Yeah.
NH: Is that every time you enter?
E: Not all the time.
NH: No.
E: On specific moments, and T am here for you -  and to be used by you, so make 
sure you use me’ and ... say ‘it’s your grace and blessing, and its telling us, make sure 
you use me, I have been created for you.
NH: Amazing, that, isn’t it?
E: Ah yes.
NH: It’s a dialogue.
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E: Yes, yes, yes! And the one who has created this is also telling through the 
building, that look, I have built it for you, and this is for you, this is my, my wish for 
you, its taken this shape.
NH: So the building is passing on a message?
E: Absolutely, very, very strong message, so make sure you benefit from it because 
this building is kind of a gift, a present. Are we receiving it? Receiving the present 
means using it, you see. If somebody gives you a pen, you write with it and then you 
enjoy it. If you never write with it, you just keep it, never enjoy it, not a proper 
appreciation of the gift. So therefore the message is, very strongly, receive this gift.
NH: And if you don’t, don’t act on it, because action is necessary, isn’t it, if you 
don’t act on it, what you’ve just said, if you receive a gift and you don’t use it then 
it’s of no use, it’s there in potential but it’s not being of any use so having the 
experience in itself, that is the gift,
E: Absolutely, yes.
NH: Then, making use of it, acting on it is actually drawing out the potential of it.
E: That’s right, yeah. We have to respond to it.
NH: It’s very reflective of what the faith itself means, isn’t it? That its profession 
with action, you know, talking of faith. Faith with action.
E: Absolutely. So if the building is in at peace with its surroundings you see, and 
then internally also it has the power to create peace, and what is Islam? (NH: Yes) 
Isn’t it peace? (NH: yes) Within and outside.
NH: Submitting to that.
E: And this is Islamic. So therefore we have to -  you know, when the Quran talks 
about reflection, time and again, use your intellect, why don’t you think, why don’t 
you consider, why don’t you deliberate, why don’t you understand, all these phrases 
have been expressed to awaken human minds and to receive these messages, that we 
are being given, and through nature, also through man-made buildings, you see, 
therefore, in a way, we can say, this building has a role, in terms of awakening, our 
inner faculties.
NH: Yes, yes, we have to, when we come into the building, we have to come in, 
ready to listen to these messages,
E: Yes, in a meditative mode.
NH: So, often then when we go to other places we are not aware, necessarily what it 
might be like or what might be there. So, I’d imagine, remaining in a state of constant 
awareness, more active awareness.....
E: Yes
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NH: .... would make it possible for one to even take messages from places that one 
necessarily does not know, you know what to expect from them.
E: You see, there is, the power of symbol, symbol is always there but some people 
think about it and take something out of it, and others may not think at all and then 
those that think about it, they get different messages, its not one 
m&^^^%c .^[intersubjectivity]
NH: No.
E: So everybody sees what they see. [intersubjectivity]
E: Yes, And the same person may vary in their understanding of symbols, but 
somehow we have to leam to engage with them. It’s very important.
NH: Definitely - 1 think that’s the diversity.
E: And this can happen in two ways, one is a natural inborn way, it happens to some 
people, and the other is cultivating it. It’s an educational process, opening up, 
orientation, so we develop orientation to ourselves, and others, make them more 
reflective, facilitate them to open up so therefore there is a cultivation process, so you 
have to facilitate this. Everybody has it, this,
NH: But it has to be nurtured in a way -  cultivated and facilitated to grow,
E: Yes, yes.
NH: Yeah, yeah
E: Some people say we shouldn’t think about symbols, we shouldn’t emphasise on 
symbols, I don’t think that is according to human nature.
NH: No, no, I don’t think it’s realistic, because we’re just surrounded by them. We 
live our lives by them, so I don’t see that you can help but -  because I think becoming 
aware of just how maybe we do communicate beyond, there are certain things that 
enable us to do that to begin with, and then what happens once you have those 
experiences, who knows?
E: Yes.
NH: Because beyond the certain, you know, we can say, beyond what we can 
imagine, beyond the most that we can think of, beyond the most that we can 
conceptualise, but beyond a certain point, you know, there is no .... There is nothing 
you can take forward with you except just experiences.
E: Yes, certainly. Because The Ismaili Centre is a building, and in the building you 
interact with five senses, and it has that capacity to actually interact with more and 
more human senses.
NH: Hmmm, beyond the five senses.
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E: And then, you see, the senses are the only way to look at the material world, and 
our physical structure, but then it’s not senses, it’s not senses, those sense are medium 
only, and then we enter into another world, you know, we leave behind the sense.
NH; Okay
E: And that is the world of ideas or imagination, and therefore, senses have to be 
sound in order to be able to see it. If you don’t have sight, how can you then see the 
shapes? And we have to have sound sight, and just like we see the building 
physically, and then there is another level of seeing, you see, we have to acquire 
another eye.
NH: The inner eye.
E: The inner eye, so you can see the meanings of concepts and symbols, representing 
many principles, like seven, like five figure and circles, and geometric patterns, (NH: 
Okay) so there is an eye which enables you to see, another eye, which enables you to 
see the meaning.
NH: Okay.
E: It’s just like you know, a person can read, he can read when he sees it, and there is 
another person who can see the same letters, the book, the page but he can’t read.
NH” ... that’s true.
E: So both of them are seeing exactly.
NH: Yes, it’s there, the visual sense is there
E: Yes, so one person sees the meaning and the other person doesn’t see it, so he is 
actually blind.
NH: Yeah, yeah.
E: Yeah, he’s not blind but blind.
NH: Yeah, blind internally.
E: And the Quran talks about these things, you see, they have eyes and they have 
hearts and ...
NH: .. .but they see not’
E: and yes, but they don’t see it, so similarly there is something to read here, only 
seeing is not enough, okay, so we need to have another eye as well, and that eye is not 
always there, we have to have it. It is there, you have to open it.
NH: yes, we have to actively..
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E: Yes, similarly, you know, we listen to somebody talking in Chinese. There is a 
Chinese himself, in listening the voice, we are the same, but one understands it the 
other doesn’t, so actually he hears in one level, and he hears on two levels, and the 
other one doesn’t hear, so he only hears sounds, so same can be with the building. 
You may see it, you may hear on one level but you don’t hear what its saying.
NH: Right, yes, so you can’t get any meaning out of it.
E: Yes, yes.
NH: It’s quite a journey isn’t it, the one we make through life, isn’t it, depending 
upon when one might have one, the experience that starts one off, you know, then 
going into further and further such experiences or maybe even having experiences and 
not doing anything about it,
E: Yes.
NH: Because different people do different things with the experiences they have. 
Every single person has the capability to have the experience but in the end, I think, 
this is really the whole reason for the thesis, to just bring this up and to show that you 
know, with everybody capable of doing this, why then not have, simply for not having 
that awareness, you know, and not having that openness, and that’s the whole thing 
gone! There are the experiences but the understanding, the learning that comes from 
it, which then enables you to go on to the next stage, and the next experience and the 
next experience, you know, and being able to get the fullness of life out of that, and, 
and fullness of the human being really.
E: Yes
NH: So in the end that’s what it’s all about it’s not even about the physical life, but 
its about how physical life can bring out the fullness of the human being, and doesn’t 
it say in the Quran ‘there are signs in and around them’?
E: Absolutely, that’s another ayat (verse) which talks about signs you see, and 
engage with them, reflect on them, yeah, yeah.
NH: So, the concept is there, there are a lot of messages around.
E: Certainly, just like the building has a message, that the architect has thought about 
it, about everything, there’s a reason for having it, even a cup when you look at it, you 
know how it has been constructed, sort of, the designer has thought about it and then 
he formed the idea first, and then he brought it out in material form and same is true 
about the universe, it is a grand design, there is a meaning and purpose in creating it, 
so discovering that meaning is actually, one of the main reasons for our being o earth, 
with an intellect which is capable to decide. So we have to read the messages from 
the universe.
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NH: It’s strange, isn’t it, how when we talk about such things, we’ve tended to use a 
religious discourse, kind of, we give it a religious language. Do you think that it is 
inevitable that we do that?
E: Yes, it is the way it is! This is nature, the way it us, many people may not accept 
it, they say there is no meaning to life, there is no purpose in life and creation, it; just 
the way it is. But that is their view, probably that may appear logical to them
NH: Yes
E: It’s not really logical to believe like that because any physical object, anything 
here, is not by itself.
NH: Yes
E: We don’t know the person who has designed it, but it is designed, nothing appears 
by itself.
NH: Yes, just appears.
E: So there is a designer and we have to understand why it has been designed.
NH: And therefore, the grand design!
E: Yes! It is so natural, so logical, so rational that extend from micro to macro and 
vice versa but still people say ‘no, we don’t believe that’,
NH: Yes, it’s their belief, but certainly for me, it does make sense like that, there is a 
logical progression.
E Yes!
NH: So would you, for me these instances began to become sacred as I grew up and I 
had more and more experiences, I began to put them under this category of ;sacred’ 
simply because those experiences all became ones that had this inexplicability about 
them where you couldn’t say ‘this was because of that’. There was a certain ‘beyond 
that’ and they became sacred to me in that sense. Do you feel that -  it ties in with this 
question of religious discourse -  some people might call them spiritual, how would 
look at your experiences?
E: Language is a problem as well. They can be sacred, but it’s more spiritual I would 
say.
NH: They are more spiritual to you?
E: Because they are not physical. They may be physical, but 
NH: Yeah, but they represent the inner?
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E: So that’s why, when you add the understanding element, then it is on the
intellectual; spiritual, you see.
NH: But they start off being spiritual?
E: Yes, and now in terms of sacred, it is a relative word -  in one sense everything is 
sacred.
NH: Yes, I mean in the way that the world is a sacred place.
E: Yes, definitely.
NH: There is a certain sacredness to it.
E: Yes, the reason is , as we discussed earlier. It has emanated, or it has been created 
by a single mind, okay, it has been created in an ...
NH: Ogoing process.
E:.. .yes, and it has come from there, originally it is there, then it is the same thing,
NH: .. .yeah, it is sacred
E: But within this, the human beings, you see, the human nature is such that initially 
we do not recognize it in that way, so we need to have symbolic sacred objects.
NH: Within that.
E: Within that -  so that gradually we are led to this original idea where everything is 
sacred.
NH:: Yes
E: Because of God has created signs, they all signify Him, okay? So in that way, all 
are signs, but the human nature, it starts from a point, gradually it’s a journey to, the, 
you now, divinity, so in this to get that Unity, we need to have symbols.
NH: Yes, that lead us to that.
E: So we do need sacred symbols as well
NH:: Yes
E:: Like sacred space where we pray.
NH:: Exactly, we come there and actually approach it in that way.
E: The only thing you can also say, anything that makes you aware, any experience 
that makes you aware of sacred, is sacred experience. In that way, yes, we can call it 
sacred experience.
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NH: Yes. Well, thank you so much, thank you very much for agreeing to do the 
interview, it has been lovely to talk.
E: I do think about these things but not in an organized way but you created that 
environment, a reflective environment.
NH: It has been great talking to you, thanks for making the time, it was very
generous of you.
E: I return the same to you, thanks.
The interviewee said afterwards that he never thought anyone would ever ask him 
about these experiences and seemed to be in a slightly ‘awed’ state, possibly touching 
on the outer edges of his experiences as he relived them for the interview.
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17.9 Appendix VIII: Notes from Interview with Architect of Calgary JK
Interview with Farouk Noormohamed, Principal Architect, FNDA, Vancouver; 
architect of Ismaili Centre and Jamat Khana, Calgary, on 10 September 2003: 
5.15pm.
Architect since 1997
HQ Centre in Calgary chosen for its location: 
central for users, easy access
backdrop of mountains which links it with nature and lends it harmony with its 
surroundings
Exterior material of building -  sandstone which is locally available material (and 
therefore, local builders, craftsmen, suppliers)
HQ building -  now six years old and the seeds and shrubs have grown, giving the 
courtyard its calm, restive aura through the year because they are evergreens. It is 
similar to the Roof Garden of the Ismaili Centre in London -  the interiors of both 
buildings are surprisingly quiet despite the extremely busy Cromwell Road in the 
heart of London and the highway in the case of the Calgary Centre. The trees and 
plants act like a barrier from the noise of traffic and it becomes an oasis of peace and 
quiet. Yet, the very design of the building is welcoming and reaches out to people as 
they pass on the highway and cannot help but look up at the landmark building.
One of the major themes in the design of the building was the concept of ‘layering' 
which is a very Islamic way of building:
The first layer was designated for the parking of cars 
The second layers was the design of the courtyard
The third layer was the ‘shoe area’ where users left their shoes before entering the 
Prayer Hall
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The main layer is the Loggia. The Anteroom and the ‘inner sanctum’, the Prayer Hall 
Another major theme is ‘volunteerism’
The building symbolises permanency of the community in Calgary; the volunteers put 
in physical effort in creating some of the features in the building such as the lattice­
work panels. They also funded half the cost of the building work, the other half being 
a contribution from the community. Their close association with the building 
engendered a powerful sense of ownership and pride in the building and incorporated 
their own visions within the main vision of the design. Volunteerism is high on the 
community’s agenda and is passé on to others through association and visible 
professionalism.
The building is multi-faceted and a number of different activities are held there. 
Whilst it is primarily a place of congregation, it is also a meeting place for like- 
minded communities, educational events and lectures and conventions. The 
Stampede Breakfast Fest, which plays host to more than 5000 people annually has 
become a wonderful tradition of bridge-building with the local community including 
representatives from other faiths. More than 1000 people attend the Open House 
programme which includes a tour of the building.
The colours are neutral and warm and inviting, giving off a sense of peace and rest. 
Both the interior and the exterior colours reflect serenity and peace which effect is 
enhanced by the symmetry and geometric order in the building design. This is 
immediately apparent in the mirror images seen in the foyer and in the Prayer Hall 
(windows).
The ceiling of the Prayer Hall is octagonal and is reminiscent of the Dome. It invites 
individual interpretation -  something that the architect wanted to allow space for -  
this also reflects the faith and personal search.
The square symbolises perfection 
Lights -  small diamond tiles 
Qibla wall faces Mecca
Graduated wall which is reflected in the carpet design
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There is light and shade even in artificial light (concept of light and shade); a balance 
between the material and the spiritual.
The outer design of the building with its eight ;peaks portrays a beautiful concept -  of 
dialogue with the mountains -  the concept of lower to higher (being), in the state of 
becoming better -  higher, more than one was.
Sitting alcoves in the Social Hall -  invite contemplation and dialogue, a space for 
communication.
Spaces: for prayer, social, conversational, educational (library, classrooms)
Main glass doors
Social Hall -  ceiling reflected in the carpet (3 diamonds)
Lamps -  light/shade 
Water fountain (2)
Social Hall -  very high profile -  events held here, e.g., Senate/Health Policy Meeting; 
it is a building that invites and enables bridge-building with other communities -  
Mayor, Paul Martin (See article on Calgary Jamat Khana -  includes quote)
Latticework and skylights -  stunning effect of light;
Repetition of patterns
Light plays a major part in Islamic, and particularly, Ismaili buildings; there is a sense 
of being drawn to the higher, at different points in the building; centred around 
personal search -  key theme and human being given ownership of search but not of 
finding the light -  that can only be given to one, one cannot take it. One never 
acquires the right to it, it is a gift.
“It was an intuitive process, not confined by Islam -  depth of oneself
It works as a result of intuition -  source is Allah, underpins the work (FN brings his 
faith to his work -  he expresses it through his work which is also directed by it).
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Allah is the designer, every design will impact other than oneself -  buildings will 
outlive the architect.
The experience that a human being has, is an integral part of the design; when that 
person feels good, it is because of Allah, not who we are; if it is built with that 
awareness, more is given to the occupier.
One with God
Nine Ismaili Centres built:
Atlanta
Seattle
Unionville JK in Toronto
Markham, Ontario
Scarborough
Edmonton
Calgary
Lions Gate, Vancouver 
Burnaby Lake, Vancouver
Fundamental principle:
Intuition as a base for design 
Imagination
“Rationalise the process: See Asia Society Speech [see page: elements of Islamic 
design: identifiable in FN’s work, forms the underpinning;
Houses for non-Ismailis:
“ human being is comfortable”
“The human experience crosses all religious boundaries; experience is precious to you 
because of your relationship to Allah [as a Muslim]”
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“Feeling good is related to a positive attitude” [and that is also something an architect 
strives to incorporate into a building for its occupiers]
Experience and repeated experience leads to higher levels of experience
FN: “The architect is the instrument of the experience, not the author”.
“The intuition -  not self, not God -wants to know more”
“The design becomes almost like a meditation, special and appropriate”
“It is sacred -  you want to celebrate that relationship ”
“Intuition will guide you with every aspect o the design”
“It is a humbling experience, it is an intense experience” (FN). He had a conviction 
of winning the designs for the four Ismaili JKs that his company submitted which 
include:
Markham, Ontario (won)
Edmonton (won)
Calgary (won)
Scarborough, Ontario (runner-up)
Farouk submitted designs for all three. He ‘saw’ the whole pattern and design and 
sketched it as it ‘came to him’.
He was at the same time designing his own house: “it was a struggle; you felt it was 
okay doing it yourself -  a very different experience from designing and working on 
the JKs”
“There is a need to be open and humble and let the intuition be the guiding force and 
resolving items with logic; there is a struggle.”
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Frank Lloyd Wright
FN: Unionville JK in Toronto
Calgary HQ JK
“How is this building going to have a context? The mountains are very important. 
There had to be a dialogue with the mountains as there could be no separation 
between the internal and external space;”
“The building should speak for the community -  Lions Gate JK”
“Buildings have to be given a vocabulary -  share the language of the building; 
Interpret the building individually -  when people are able to read more than was 
planned - 1 touched the hearts of people and gave them the language to understand the 
buildings; read and internalised -  and will allow the reader to understand as in the 
Unionville and North Central JKs, both of which FN designed -  interpretation lies at 
the feet of the user:”
Two important themes:
“Zahir/Batin: internal/external; inner/outer; esoteric/exoteric 
Allahu Akbar -  God is Great”
“Suha Ozkan -  [see my article on her work]”
“Symbolical dimension -  each end of the building:
Social Hall -  four squares and domes -  a reminder of the diversity of the tradition 
within the unity of our faith, e.g., Ismailis around the world.”
Lions Gate -  wooded area; local materials 
The Four squares:
“Outermost square (4*) World Ismailis
The 3rd square Canadian Ismailis
The 2"  ^square Vancouver Ismailis
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Innermost square (1®^) Individual Ismaili” -  the essence in other words
where personal search takes place
FN: “The Vancouver Sun, Saturday 15 March 2003, Sean Rossiter wrote on FNDA 
Architects.
East African school (Mombasa) -  like a small village; dhows dock at a port to bring 
children to the school; there is a promenade into the school, like in a small town); 
international interface; bazaars in the courtyard square; village layout -  school like a 
town; international school spaced like a bazaar which has a Principal’s area for 
Administration which leads on along streets -  instead of corridors -  to open, fresh, 
energetic environments instead of stuffy classrooms”
Takes away the trauma of a child moving from lower to higher level within his or her 
educational life -  a quiet friendly, no-walls building for conversations, streets instead 
of corridors, allowing the child’s potential to evolve more fully and openly, enabling a 
drawing upon the inner self as it is given space to breathe.
“A temporary space can also be made conducive, appropriate and ready for use so as 
to accommodate a continuous search (as in a museum or an exhibition).”
Islam is not of the past, it is of the present and the fuure -  it can be used in the most 
present fashion -  using the best and the latest in technology.
Dushanbe:
“Based on the Pamiri house (under Soviet rule) -  five columns 
Towers are expressions for the world -  99 names of Allah (God)
Unique use of water on all sides, coming off the bridge and seeing water”
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17.10 Appendix IX: Christian interpretation of Muslim prayer place
17.11
Interview with B: Fascinating interpretation by a Christian of the Ismaili 
Muslim arrangement of space within the Prayer Hall, Calgary Ismaili Centre 
and Jamat Khana, Calgary.
B: Yeah, and to me that’s -  we should celebrate our differences, that’s what makes us 
unique, to me that’s what life’s all about, {richness o f diversity/unity in multiplicity)
NH: Our uniqueness -  there is so much scope for us to be that within the one wide 
universality. And yet, bottom line, God or The Soul, (talking to a believer)
B: I’ll give you an example, like today at work, I was speaking to a friend of mine 
and I said to him T was at a mosque on Sunday’ and he said ‘oh, that’s interesting’ he 
says, ‘that’s where the men are on one side and the women are on another side and we 
had a short discussion about -  I don’t know how you would define it but the North 
American culture says that there is something wrong if they don’t mix the genders, 
and I certainly don’t know too much about the Moslem faith, but my attitude is that to 
me when you celebrate your faith in that fashion, and I don’t see any rightness or 
wrongness to it, but what I do see is that it defines it and it says there is a specialness 
about men and a uniqueness about women, and it’s not about, you know, about a male 
being superior to a female. In my mind there is an element of ‘this is a celebration of 
the people on this side are unique and the people on this side are unique’, and I find it 
fascinating that the way that the -  can I call it a mosque? -
NH: Sure, go ahead, no problem!
B: You put the men on the right side and the women on the left side and in my mind 
that celebrates a uniqueness between the genders. And then I find, as I look further at 
the mosque that the right side reflects the left side, albeit the right side is different 
from the left side, but again, it’s a different facet to the building, they try to parallel 
the sameness of it but still, the view from the right side is different from the left. 
(fantastic interpretation by B - h e  brought together the geometric parallel, the use of 
architectural order of space, the position of men and women as held by the Qur'an, 
the complementarity o f the genders as seen by Islam, and he did this as a matter of 
personal interpretation and saw all the converging points as a Christian)
NH: It’s such a beautiful way of putting it, B, because one of the things that they do 
within Islamic architectural features is to use a mirror effect, you know, the geometry, 
and it’s a beautiful way of looking at the genders. Yesterday there also was a Jewish
guy and he was telling me when we went into the prayer hall ..... . you know, this
wouldn’t be allowed, we don’t do that, we would have to have it completely separate. 
He said he found it really interesting that everyone was in the same hall.
B: That’s only with the Orthodox Jews
NH: It is with just the Orthodox Jews, yes, still, look at it, yet another way of 
approaching it. The way you described it, the seating of the men and the women in
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Jamat Khana, the mirror effect. They reflect each other in a sense -  with all the 
differences there are still the similarities.
B: Like my friend at work, if you try and describe it to a, have you ever heard the 
expression ‘wasp’ -  they view it as, you know, discriminatory.
NH: Yes, absolutely. It’s often about not understanding or not having enough
knowledge.
B: And that’s why I get so upset about what I call the institutions and
institutionalisation of religion. You know, it becomes a set of rules that we have to 
follow.
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'Ya Rabbi Zidni lima!' (’O Lord! Increase me in knowledge. ')Sura 20, Ayat 114
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